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Abstract
The use of online learning as a medium to deliver education has seen exponential
growth over the past decade. Online learning environments have become a major part of
education pedagogies; and as technology improves, evidence indicates that this trend will
continue. Organizations and institutions have embraced this movement and are leveraging
the benefits of using today’s computer and communications technology as a tool to impart
learning to students. The federal government is no exception and has used the online model
as a material component in its training and education strategy.
The purpose of this study was to explore the online learning experience of criminal
investigators within Homeland Security Investigations and the perceived effectiveness of
Virtual University, the online learning platform utilized within the United States Department
of Homeland Security to deliver training to its personnel. A mixed methods design was used
to understand users’ experiences with Virtual University and their perceptions of online
learning through Virtual University as a means to deliver virtual education courses. For the
study, Special Agents were surveyed and asked to evaluate various factors related to online
learning generally, and components of Virtual University specifically. Based on the results
gleaned from the survey, additional Special Agents were interviewed and asked open-ended
questions designed to explore their experiences with online learning and Virtual University.
The study found that Virtual University, though not perfect, was perceived as a
convenient, flexible medium to deliver learning. Although it appears that Virtual University
is being underutilized, the study did reveal several ideas that are proposed as
recommendations for improvements to the system.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION OF THE STUDY
Introduction
Today’s education climate has changed dramatically through the use of modern
technology, specifically computers and the Internet. As these technologies become more a
part of routine learning, education systems will have to adapt. Computers have become
prevalent in everyday life and have become the new standard for how business, recreation,
communication, and learning occur. By leveraging the benefits of computers, the Internet,
and the efficient communication they provide, educators have a new set of options in
delivering learning to students. Educators everywhere are embracing this new paradigm. As
such, new dynamics of teaching and learning have emerged.
This study examined the use of virtual learning—using modern computer and
communications technologies to connect teacher and student, away from the traditional
classroom. Specifically, the study explored the use of Virtual University, which is the
computer learning platform used within the United States Department of Homeland Security
to deliver learning content to some 20,000 employees.
Background
The United States Department of Homeland Security (DHS) is a cabinet-level
department comprised of 22 agency components, including Customs and Border Protection
(CPB), Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA), and United States Secret Service (USSS), among others. Formed by
legislative action following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the Homeland
Security Act of 2002 established the Department, effective March 1, 2003. The primary
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mission of DHS is threefold: prevent terrorist acts within the United States, reduce the
vulnerability of the United States to terrorism, and minimize damage/maximize recovery
from terrorist acts that do occur in the United States (Homeland Security Act, 2002).
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), is further divided into several
agencies, each with a distinct mission and responsibility. One of these branches is Homeland
Security Investigations (HSI), the criminal investigative branch of ICE. As a subdivision of
ICE, Homeland Security Investigations is comprised of criminal investigators, or Special
Agents, from the legacy United States Customs Service and the United States Immigration
and Naturalization Service, which were merged and realigned with the creation of DHS.
Homeland Security Investigations agents are charged with enforcement of the nation’s
immigration and customs laws. While Homeland Security Investigations agents have the
authority to enforce administrative immigration laws, their primary role is to pursue
individuals who violate criminal statutes of the United States Code (i.e., federal law). For
purposes of this study, oftentimes references to DHS and HSI are used interchangeably in the
context of Virtual University. Although technically these are distinct agencies, because of
the parent/child relationship between them, especially with regard to overarching training
goals, they are comparable and frequently referred to as such.
In addition to the massive realignment of government personnel and resources
required in the creation of DHS, the agency has undergone a huge amount of change in the
years since its inception. Critics of the Department are quick to note how DHS, which was
hastily and reluctantly assembled as a result of political pressure on the Bush administration,
excludes the major federal intelligence agencies (i.e., Federal Bureau of Investigation and
Central Intelligence Agency), whose primary roles are the collection of information and
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investigation of terrorist activity. Birkland cites Cooper and Block (2006) in referring to
DHS as a “bureaucratic morass.” This assessment is important when discussing the sheer
size of DHS with respect to its ability to fulfill its mission in context with the bureaucratic
challenges that the agency faces. Included in this challenge is the delivery of information
and training to the thousands of personnel within the Department.
With the formation of DHS in 2003, the agency faced the monumental task of
carrying out its mission-specific requirements, ostensibly to deter another 9/11 scenario. As
part of an ongoing effort to that end, agency officials needed a mechanism to effectively
deliver training to its employees. Because these employees are spread across the country and
the world, a training strategy that includes a virtual module offered the agency a means to
deliver standardized content to learners no matter where they are located. To a large extent,
DHS and its components still use traditional classroom learning strategies, especially for
certain positions within the agency. Basic training for most skilled positions within DHS
(e.g., law enforcement) is held in a residential academy setting at the Federal Law
Enforcement Training Center (FLETC). In addition, the FLETC offers numerous advancedlevel courses in various subject areas at their centers throughout the country. Because of
both the location and nature of these training programs, they are extremely costly to attend,
especially in terms of facility requirements, staffing, and even student travel. Many of these
courses offer not only classroom instruction, but also carefully planned and staged practical
exercises designed to give participants a full, pragmatic, and complete learning experience.
However, as the education community develops new methods of planning and
delivering curriculum, new ideas arise as to the best education model for student learning.
As such, components within DHS have increasingly relied on the use of technology to
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deliver training to employees through the use of programs such as webinars and through its
Virtual University. The use of virtual instruction at ICE was initially used for periodic
refresher training on topics of importance to the agency that were not necessarily worth the
cost to train thousands of employees through traditional means. In fact, it would be costprohibitive to deliver the volume of training now done in the virtual environment using
historical training methods. Today, ICE has expanded the use of virtual training to include
numerous courses in a wide variety of general and job-specific subject areas. Although
certain courses are applicable to individuals in a particular job, many relate to general topics
that are of interest to a variety of employees. Regardless of content, many of these courses
are offered to all employees and can be taken by anyone within the agency.
The Technology of Virtual Learning
The term virtual learning is a broad, multi-faceted expression that includes various
specific delivery methods. Though virtual learning has different specific architectures,
underlying all types of the phenomenon are the physical separation of teacher and learner.
Furthermore, in virtual learning, it is assumed that the delivery of the education substance
centers on the use of technology to facilitate learning. The terms e-learning, distance
learning, virtual learning, online learning, and other similar descriptions are synonymous
and all used interchangeably for this research. Decades ago, virtual learning could have been
thought of as a videotaped lecture of a teacher that was watched by students as it played on a
videocassette machine. In today’s context, the term implies the use of computers, and
usually the Internet, to deliver this content. Modern virtual learning uses such methods as
electronic mail (e-mail), chat rooms, online forums, and instructor-guided online discussions
(Toni Mohr, Holtbrügge, & Berg, 2012). Further, as Internet capability and computer
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technology advance, delivery of learning through such means as streaming video and video
conferencing is becoming quite common.
In the education system, both in K-12 and higher education, virtual learning courses
are supplementing, and even replacing, traditional classes (Brunvand & Abadeh, 2010).
These institutions commonly use commercial course management software packages such as
BlackBoard® and Moodle®, which contain, deliver, and track course content (Lukman &
Krajnc, 2012). The software functions as a shell or framework that houses the course
content. These software systems provide an all-inclusive means to not only deliver content,
but also provide the forum for teacher-student interaction through various modules within the
programs. The content may consist of specific subject matter, audio/video lectures,
assignments, course schedules and deadlines, or other written material posted by the
instructor. In turn, the platforms integrate functionality that allows participants (of a
particular course) to access the course content and interact with one another via discussion
boards as well as communicate directly with an instructor. In addition, students can prepare
and post individual written assignments to the forum so the instructor and/or other students
can read and comment on their work.
Frequently, courses that are offered via BlackBoard® and other similar platforms are
populated with content in advance of the course offering. As students are registered and
added to the course, they are given access to the content therein. Usually, courses coincide
with the semester or terms of the institution and therefore distribute the learning over a fixed
period of time. Frequently, instructors structure these courses so that students must read and
prepare assignments periodically during the course of the term; for example, every week. In
this way, students can work at their own pace (and certainly at their own convenience) as
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they complete and submit assignments to the instructor. At the conclusion of the course, the
instructor determines and posts grades based on the students’ submitted assignments and/or
other factors (such as participation in discussion forums) set by the instructor.
One of the main benefits of learning delivered through the virtual environment is the
tremendous flexibility that the medium provides (Hiltz & Turoff, 2005). By its very nature,
the virtual environment allows the exchange of information in a variety of ways.
Structurally, the computers and communication among them have the capability to present
learning content in many different forms. Among those are written text, pictures and
graphics, and video presentations, or combinations thereof. Thus, a particular course or
lesson can be designed to convey information based on different teaching techniques and can
successfully appeal to students who prefer various learning styles.
One of the most important advantages offered by learning in the virtual setting is the
ability to set the timing of content delivery. Unlike the traditional, face-to-face teaching
model, the virtual environment allows for the delivery and availability of information
asynchronously (Proserpio & Gioia, 2007). That is, content, lessons, assignments, and
lectures can be posted by the instructor and accessed any time thereafter by the student.
Students and teachers can access information, process it, and post responses for others to
view at any time. Contrast this model with the real-time environment of the classic
classroom-teacher-student setting: In order to impart learning in that world, there obviously
must be a meeting of student, teacher, and place. The ability to work asynchronously allows
students to complete their studies where and when it best suits them. In general, as long as
assignments are submitted by their due date, they are deemed timely. Therefore, it does not
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matter if the student works all night on a project or completes a little at a time. To the
instructor, the task is completed.
Virtual learning is not limited to the asynchronous model, however. The virtual
medium can also be utilized in real time, providing live interaction between teacher and
student. The difference in this case is that teacher and student do not have to be co-located.
Technology provides the virtual classroom link between the parties, all while still in a live
environment. Today, a popular forum for the delivery of synchronous virtual learning is
through sessions such as webinars, which allow multiple individuals to “meet,” using their
respective computers in a common cyber-setting. Participants of the webinar can log into a
specific website at a designated date and time and be connected together in a common
session. Though specific webinars vary, the general configuration usually involves a host, or
instructor, and various participants who can watch and listen to the lecture or presentation.
The student participants have the ability to provide input to the instructor and other students
using their keyboard or telephone (some webinars require participants to simultaneously
connect via telephone). Other configurations even use computer cameras to provide “faceto-face” interaction among the participants. These synchronized virtual sessions are a
convenient, cost-effective way to deliver learning to a large number of participants who are
geographically dispersed. At the same time, participants can interact with one another and
receive immediate feedback, as if they were actually in the same place.
Finally, many virtual education systems use hybrids of both the synchronous and
asynchronous methods to deliver learning in cyberspace, offering the best of both (Bonvillian
& Singer, 2013). These blended courses offer a mix of content postings (asynchronous
and/or collaborative) with live (synchronous) sessions, thus allowing a full learning
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experience and active participation by students. Another variation uses a combination of
traditional classroom instruction with some component of online delivery. These blended
methods are believed to deliver a successful learning experience (Hiltz & Turoff, 2005, p.
61):
There is no need for the instructor or student in a blended course to be
concerned with which students attend the face-to-face class and which
students participate online. All learning experiences that are available faceto-face are also available in a digital form that is at least equally effective.
The View of Training in Law Enforcement
Are education and training important in law enforcement? Truxillo, Bennett, and
Collins (1998) argued that at least some factors of job performance in law enforcement are
influenced by education level. Another issue is that the constituents of law enforcement (i.e.,
the public) have higher expectations from police (White & Escobar, 2008). Proponents of
higher education levels for law enforcement cite factors such as maturity, study skills, and
other attributes that accompany formal education. Many law enforcement agencies, such as
the New Jersey State Police, have a minimum college credit requirement for application
(New Jersey State Police, n.d.). According to the results of a recent Polish study, the
importance of continuing education and training for law enforcement is not just an American
philosophy. In this study, Kordaczuk-Wąs and Sosnowski (2011) discussed the impact of inservice and self-training on police officers’ ability to better perform their duties. They found
that factors such as training, even self-directed learning, contributed positively to a police
officer’s professional development. In addition, their research affirmed the need for
adaptation in today’s world—much the way the concept of virtual learning has caused
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motivated students to embrace new methods of learning. These studies are valuable to this
research because they reinforce the universality of the profession and they highlight the
importance of education, regardless of the method in which it is delivered.
DHS Virtual University
Overview
Virtual University (VU) is the computer-based training platform used by Homeland
Security Investigations and other components of DHS. The training system runs on the
Meridian Global software platform, which is a web-based (Internet) user interface, accessible
through the agency local area network (LAN). Although other agencies within DHS may use
a slightly different software package, all use some form of virtual training environment
designed for the same purpose; that is, to deliver course-specific content via computer
network to a large audience of users. The curriculum in VU was developed based on both
broad and specific needs of each agency that uses the system. Generally speaking, training
courses either can apply to all users of the system, or may be specific to an employee’s
agency or position. Furthermore, because agencies within the Department have widely
disparate missions, so too will their training needs.
Virtual University offers lessons through computer-based animations and audio/video
presentations that deliver subject content to a user’s computer through his or her monitor and
speakers. In most cases, there is an integrated testing module for the course that requires
interaction with the user and therefore measures the user’s performance on a test (and
presumably the mastery of the subject content). If performance evaluation is required by the
specific course, the user is not given credit for completing that training until he or she has
successfully passed the test associated with the course.
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Historical
The use of Virtual University within DHS coincided approximately with the creation
of the Department in 2003. The concept of a virtual learning platform was developed as a
workable solution to the training compliance requirements throughout the government (E.
Epstein, personal communication, August 7, 2014). Although the concept for the system
preceded the DHS creation, it did not come into widespread use until it was administrated by
the newly created agency’s Office of Training and Development. Virtual University now
plays a major role in training employees of DHS.
Technical/Procedural
Each user of Virtual University has a unique user account and profile that maintains
the individual’s identity and sign-on information. Virtual University is limited to users who
have access to their respective agency’s secure computer local area network via an agency
Windows® account login. The platform is presented by means of an Internet web browser
interface on the agency’s intranet, which is accessible only through a secure network (in
other words, users cannot access Virtual University through a generic web connection).
Remote access to Virtual University through an outside web connection is possible only
when using a secure login through the agency’s virtual private network (VPN). This feature
allows users to still access and use the system while physically located outside the office.
The system is configured so that each user’s course history is archived, and at any
time the user can produce a transcript of all courses taken. Further, the user’s profile
contains that employee’s job classification, which allows the system to deliver contentspecific courses that are applicable to the user’s position and job function.
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For most courses, Virtual University uses the Shared Courseware Object Reference
Model (SCORM) standard, which is a set of technical guidelines used for e-learning
development. The SCORM protocol provides compatibility so that online course products
can operate in a variety of Learning Management Systems (LMS), much the same way
computers can communicate with one another using a common language (Scorm Explained,
n.d.). The remaining courses use the Aviation Industry Computer-based training Committee
(AICC) standard, which, like SCORM, defines communications between computers.
Education Content
The course matter of Virtual University contains numerous lessons in a variety of
subject areas. Depending on agency policy, many employees are mandated to complete
certain courses upon hire and periodically (usually annually) thereafter. Other elective
courses are optional and are designed to increase the user’s knowledge in particular subject
areas or for professional development. There are approximately 1,300 distinct courses in the
Virtual University inventory.
The system provides a combination of commercial off-the-shelf (COTS) content
products and programs produced specifically for agency or subject requirements. For the
most part, presentations that are produced and sold by commercial vendors are more costeffective and are therefore used to deliver courses on subjects for which products already
exist. Vendors sell training presentations on subjects that may apply to a wide variety of
users, both in the public and private sectors. For example, the topic of sexual harassment in
the workplace may be training that is useful to employees of both a government agency and a
corporation. Therefore, the same basic product may be offered for sale by a commercial
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vendor. The product can be posted to Virtual University and offered to users as a unique
course.
Other content may be unique to an agency or group of users. In that instance, the
agency will either actually produce the course from scratch using internal personnel or
contract with a vendor to produce the product to their specifications. These courses usually
pertain to subject areas that are unique to an agency’s authority or mission. For instance,
certain agencies within DHS have what is known as “border search” authority. In short, this
enables DHS officers to search persons, vehicles, and vessels at the United States border,
without a search warrant or even consent. In order to develop a virtual training program for
its officers on this topic, the agency produced an entire content-specific video training
module that was posted to VU. Another example of a unique training program relates to the
proper handling of classified information. Certain positions in DHS require the employee to
maintain a security clearance. Such a clearance allows persons to access certain information
that is so sensitive to national security that it is deemed “classified.” Because not every DHS
employee has a security clearance (and thus does not need this training), only certain
individuals are required to take the course. Furthermore, as the content of this course is
agency- or position-specific, it is likely that it will not be available as a COTS product. Thus,
the course would be built, either internally or by an outside contract vendor, to meet the
agency’s needs.
Statement of the Problem
Even casual observation of the education landscape reveals a shift toward virtual
learning as a means to connect teacher and student. This change is more than a passing trend
or experimental odyssey by institutions attempting to exploit modern technology. Deeper
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analysis of the movement indicates that we are at the beginning of a new wave of teaching
that will only grow as technology continues to improve. The world has already seen massive
changes just two decades into the widespread use of the Internet. However, as Donavant
(2009) notes, most contemporary research into virtual education has focused on its
application in the traditional academic environment. Certainly, the use of virtual education is
becoming a vital component of schools, especially at the university level. Also, virtual
education has become a practical, cost-effective means to diversify education options for
both traditional learning institutions and other organizations. As this phenomenon further
spreads outside academia and into the private and public sectors, additional research is
needed to address the efficacy of virtual education in these environments. To that end,
additional studies exploring the use of virtual learning systems in law enforcement are
warranted.
Although certain aspects of virtual education systems are universal across industry
and institutional borders, each application of a virtual learning platform will depend on the
individual organization where it is being used. Whereas all virtual education, by definition,
will require at least some use of technology, these systems will vary depending on the
specifics of the organization and intent of the system. For example, the architecture of an
online course at a university may be entirely different from an individual virtual training
course offered to employees of a private company. Though the teaching process may share
some common elements (such as the use of computers), the specific structure of each
program may be vastly different (like the content or interaction between teacher and student).
As various organizations adopt the concept of virtual education, best practices based
on experiential and experimental evaluations will evolve. Through the use of additional
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research, developers of virtual education systems can capitalize on methods and systems that
prove to be viable, effective, and successful.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the online learning experience of criminal
investigators within Homeland Security Investigations and the perceived effectiveness of
Virtual University, the online learning platform utilized within the United States Department
of Homeland Security to deliver training to its personnel. For this study, the term
effectiveness refers to the extent that the learning objectives of Virtual University courses are
successfully achieved.
The existing literature on virtual learning is limited for several reasons. Foremost,
since virtual learning is a new phenomenon (at least in its current form, since the Internet has
only seen widespread use in the past one to two decades), there has not yet been a great deal
of research done on the process of virtual learning overall. Second, most of the literature on
virtual learning systems that does exist focuses on its use in the academic setting. As the
concept is adopted outside of both K-12 and higher education systems, other organizations
are beginning to deliver education to personnel through technology. Additional studies that
examine virtual learning in these venues are limited. Furthermore, this study explores a
specific application of virtual learning in a government agency, directed at a specific group
of individuals. Virtual University at ICE has not yet been the subject of an academic study,
which presents an ideal opportunity to examine the system from a research perspective.
Conceptual Framework
One of the primary theoretical models that drove this study is based on the principles
of adult learning. Because of the very nature of online learning, in order to be successful,
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students have to have some degree of self-direction. As this study was limited to adult
learners, it became clear that many of the characteristics of adults, and how they learn best,
were directly applicable to this research. Lieb (1991, p. 1) summarizes how understanding
the differences in learning between children and adults can make instruction more effective:
•

Adults are autonomous and self-directed.

•

They need to be free to direct themselves.

•

Adults have accumulated a foundation of life experiences and knowledge
. . . They need to connect learning to this knowledge/experience base.

•

Adults are goal-oriented . . . They appreciate an educational program that
is organized and has clearly defined elements.

•

Adults are relevancy-oriented. They must see a reason for learning
something.

•

Adults are practical, focusing on the aspects of a lesson most useful to
them in their work.

•

Adults need to be shown respect. Instructors must acknowledge the
wealth of experiences that adult participants bring to the classroom.

Although online learning is not, per se, limited to adults, investigation into the
principles of adult learning reveals how these online models closely mirror those factors that
maximize learning success in adults.
Kenner & Weinerman (2011, p. 88-89, citing Knowles, 1984) echo the characteristics
of adult learners as follows:
•

They are self-directed, take responsibility for their own actions, and resist
having information arbitrarily imposed on them.
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•

They have extensive depth of experience, which serves as a critical
component in the foundation of their self-identity.

•

They are ready to learn . . . They are likely to actively engage in the
learning process.

•

They are task motivated.

For adult learners, the driving force of their actions is the motivation to
engage in the learning process. Thus, online learning becomes a medium in which
adults can align those characteristics with successful learning outcomes.
Research Questions
1. How do users perceive the effectiveness of Virtual University?
2. What factors do users consider important in the delivery of education and training
at Homeland Security Investigations?
3. How can training be improved within HSI using contemporary technology?
Significance of the Study
Components within DHS continue to expand the use of Virtual University as a key
training tool for personnel. Additional courses are constantly added to keep pace with
various changes in policy and cyclical priorities. It is expected that the platform will remain
as a material component in the training strategy for the agencies within DHS. In addition,
efforts are underway to evaluate and implement the consolidation of the Virtual University
platform across all agencies within DHS, leading to a centralized repository of electronic
training for the agency’s 240,000 employees. This study is significant because it can be used
as a planning tool for the future expansion of Virtual University and as a guide for
management when considering potential improvements to the system. In addition, the
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significance of this study extends to other virtual learning systems in both academia and the
private sector. Improvements to the delivery of education in those venues discussed in this
study can be implemented there as well.
Design and Methodology
A mixed methods design was appropriate for this study because it was believed that
users’ perspectives as to the effectiveness of Virtual University could be better understood by
learning the relationship(s) between how proficient respondents were in the use of computers
for online learning and their views on Virtual University specifically.
A survey explored Special Agents’ interaction and learning experiences with Virtual
University. In addition, interviews were conducted to further investigate Special Agents’
perceptions as to the effectiveness of the Virtual University system in delivering learning of
the topics presented in the online environment.
In an attempt to answer the research questions, analysis was performed on the data
gleaned from the samples.
Quantitative
To better understand the sample, descriptive statistics were calculated. This included
the mean, median, mode, standard deviation, and percentage for each quantifiable question
on the survey instrument. These values were used to determine any simple patterns or trends
in the data, as well as outlying values. In addition, the frequency distribution for each survey
question was calculated.
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Qualitative
Verbatim transcripts were reviewed and interview responses were analyzed for
common trends and themes. A coding system of key words and phrases was developed by
analyzing the written transcripts for “regularities and patterns” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p.
173).
Limitations
Where possible, attempts were made to control intervening variables; however,
limitations existed on the ability of the study to control all factors that might affect this study.
The review of literature was limited to the finite amount of existing research done on this
topic. As additional studies in this area are conducted, researchers will have a stronger
understanding of the factors that contribute to the success of virtual learning.
Because a non-random sample was used to select participants in this study, the results
cannot be generalized to the entire population. Finally, this study will add to the existing
body of knowledge on the subject and serve as the basis for further research. As such, the
proposed solutions delivered here are limited to the results of this study.
Delimitations
Since the study was limited to criminal investigators within Homeland Security
Investigations, a different sample (for example, participants from a different job series,
random selection, larger sample size, or examination of groups over a period of time) may
have yielded different results. Furthermore, because the sample in this study consisted of
only those personnel assigned to the Chicago and Newark offices of Homeland Security
Investigations, the results of the study questions posed to agents from other offices or from
agents sampled from across the United States may have been different.
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The study focused on Virtual University, the virtual learning system used at ICE.
Although some attributes of Virtual University are similar to other online learning
environments, the study did not examine other online systems, such as those used in
education institutions. Therefore, the results derived from this study may not be applicable to
virtual learning systems in other venues.
It was assumed that respondents who answered surveys and participated in interviews
gave accurate and candid responses to those questions. Therefore, the interpretation of the
responses collected in this study was based on this assumption.
Definition of Terms and Acronyms
Asynchronous – a computer learning connection that allows for delayed
communication or interaction between parties (Blanchard & Cook, 2012).
Border Search – the authority for certain officers of the United States to conduct
warrantless searches of persons and conveyances at or near the United States border.
BlackBoard®/Moodle ® – examples of commercial software packages that allow for
the communication of information between and among instructors and students. These
systems are commonly used as the computer “framework” for online education. The
software is designed to permit users to add, or “post,” information so that other connected
users can view what has been posted. In this process, other users can post their own
information, which serves as a forum for evaluation and discussion.
Criminal Investigator – in the federal government, a law enforcement position
classified in the general services (GS) job series as number “1811,” whose primary role is to
investigate violations of criminal law. This term is used synonymously throughout this study
with the position title Special Agent.
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Cyberspace - the online world of computer networks and the Internet (MerriamWebster Online Dictionary, n.d.).
Internet – an electronic communications network that connects computer networks
and organizational computer facilities around the world (Merriam-Webster Online
Dictionary, n.d.).
Intranet - a network that works like the Internet but can only be used by certain
people (such as the employees of a company) (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, n.d.).
Local Area Network (LAN) – a network of personal computers in a small area (as an
office) for sharing resources (as a printer) or exchanging data (Merriam-Webster Online
Dictionary, n.d.).
Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) – a model for delivering learning content
online to any person who wants to take a course, with no limit on attendance (Educause
Library, n.d.).
Synchronous – a computer learning connection that allows for instant communication
and real time interaction between parties (Blanchard & Cook, 2012).
Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) – the generic term used to describe the
interaction between teacher and student by using modern computer and communications
technology; that is, separate in time and/or place.
Virtual Private Network (VPN) – a secure, private network configured within a public
network such as the Internet (PC Magazine Online Encyclopedia, n.d.).
Virtual University – the specific, proprietary computer software platform that is used
within the U.S. Department of Homeland Security to deliver virtual courses to its users.
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Webinar – (usually) a synchronous virtual event in which information is transmitted
from one computer to another, through the Internet, allowing specific content to be delivered
from instructor to student. The content usually consists of audio and visual information. In a
synchronous webinar, students and instructors can also communicate in real time, either
through a simultaneous telephone connection, or by typing messages on the computer.
Chapter Summary
Modern technology has changed every aspect of our lives. In the education
landscape, traditional teaching methods are being supplemented and even replaced by
computer and Internet-driven education models. These virtual learning environments have
revolutionized the delivery of learning to students. This chapter discussed the concept of
virtual learning and how this new form of education has become the medium of delivery for
institutions of all types. The study explored how ICE has leveraged virtual learning to
provide training and education to its employees, and the effectiveness of Virtual University
in meeting those goals.
The Virtual University platform was examined using a mixed-methods approach. A
survey explored Special Agents’ interaction and learning experiences with Virtual
University. In addition, interviews were conducted to investigate their perceptions as to the
effectiveness of the system in delivering learning.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Search Methodology
With the recent popularity of online learning over the past several years, the volume
of literature written about the phenomenon has grown. To gather existing literature on the
topic, various publication database (EBSCO) and Internet searches of scholarly articles were
conducted using selected keywords that encompass the topic of online learning. Keywords
used to locate articles included, but were not limited to, virtual learning, e-learning, virtual
education, Internet learning, and Internet education. For the most part, peer-reviewed
publications were reviewed for this study. Published books were reviewed to add theoretical
context, where appropriate. In addition, secondary references from these publications were
reviewed, as well as education textbooks, websites, and other reference sources, such as
related dissertations.
Criteria for Inclusion
Publications and writings from a worldwide perspective were included in this review.
Although this study relates to a specific virtual learning platform used within the U.S.
government, the phenomenon of virtual learning, through modern technology (predominantly
the Internet), has globalized the learning environment. Thus, even though traditional
learning systems are vastly different from country to country, the very nature of virtual
learning brings individuals together regardless of where they are physically located.
Therefore, references from international sources were deemed relevant to this study.
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The Use of Technology in Learning – An Overview
There is no doubt that the exponential growth in technology over the past few decades
has revolutionized every phase of modern life. More specifically, the development of
computer technology has transformed almost every corner of society. As we marvel at the
expansion of technology and computerization today, ever-changing technological advances
promise to provide even more developments in the future. In fact, what we take for granted
today was unimaginable in the past. Just as we are amazed at how much technology has
advanced from the past, in years to come we will likely say the same thing about today’s
technology. Science and technology serve a dual role in this movement. Not only do they
serve as the developers of constantly growing capabilities, but they also use this growth to
further new discoveries in a constant cycle of learning and development.
The hard sciences are not the only beneficiaries of improvements in technology. The
social sciences also face a boon with modern innovations and the wealth of information
readily available to all who are willing to look. This movement has brought the world to the
fingertips of anyone with access to a computer and the Internet. The trend of technological
advancement has given educators new tools to deliver knowledge to their students. Whether
by sharing information, developing new curricula, or simply using these tools to teach more
efficiently, education systems are implored to make the most of these technologies.
The focus of this paper was the delivery of learning through methods made possible
with advances in communications technology. Although there are different means of
utilizing modern technology to deliver learning to students, the most common uses
computers and the Internet to facilitate the exchange of information between teacher and
student. This phenomenon is known generically by using various terms to denote the method
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of delivery: online, virtual, or Internet. All of these descriptors imply physical separation of
teacher and student, with communication via some technological means.
One component of online learning is the Virtual Learning Community, or VLC.
These virtual forums bring people together, using information communications technology,
“to provide support, exchange knowledge, and facilitate interactions and connections among
members” (Blanchard & Cook, 2012, p. 86). The VLC is a general term for the electronic
environment that allows for the collaboration among individuals using these communications
technologies; that is, separate in place and/or time. Although not all VLCs are online
courses, all online courses are some form of VLC. The important relationship between VLCs
and virtual education is the fact that they can be used as a means to expand and augment
traditional education practices. These forums provide opportunities for students and teachers
that traditional classrooms do not. Using VLCs, distance and timing no longer present
obstacles to the effective collaboration between teacher and student.
One benefit of virtual learning is the flexibility that the learning medium provides.
Through both asynchronous and synchronous means, online or virtual instruction can offer
various advantages to teachers and students. An obvious advantage for students is the
availability and convenience of learning wherever they are. How else could a student
physically located in California take courses (or earn a degree) from a college in New Jersey
without actually ever being there?
Another benefit of virtual learning is the relatively lower cost per student. Many
researchers agree that after considering all variables, the overall efficiency of virtual studies
is an attractive advantage (Friedman & Friedman, 2013; Radović-Marković, 2010).
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Aside from mere convenience, an important point for learning theorists is the
effectiveness of virtual learning in achieving its objective; that is, whether student learning
occurs and to what measurable degree? Traditionally, students with different learning styles
were subject to the standard teaching environment: classroom-teacher-student, regardless of
whether that student could actually learn and perform better in a different setting. Often,
because teachers could not effectively address each student’s individual learning needs, they
used a best-fit model to deliver learning. The revolution of virtual learning has changed the
paradigm in that students, especially today’s technologically savvy students, can use other
ways to learn. In short, virtual learning has given both teachers and students other options in
the delivery of education. More importantly than just providing students with options is the
opportunity to maximize learning effectiveness by allowing students to learn according to the
method that suits them best.
Changing education paradigms requires adaptations, especially by institutions and
teachers, in the methods they use to teach students. In many cases, these methods have
remained largely unchanged for centuries. Although traditional teaching practices may be
successful and have their place, incorporation of new online learning systems demand fresh
ideas tailored to this new generation of students and their most effective learning styles.
These changes do not necessarily have to be radical, however. Acceptance of new
technology, combined with subtle but relevant changes, may be sufficient to evoke learning.
Nix, Etheridge, and Walsh (2014) analyzed a pilot Massive Open Online Course (MOOC)
given at the University of Baltimore in 2013. The course was a history seminar that
highlighted the civil rights era. Using a combination of simulcast live audio and video,
proctored online discussion, and asynchronous availability of course materials, the course
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was presented to an audience of both on- and off-campus participants. The researchers found
that even contemporary students value interaction with their instructors and peers, even
though they are geographically disbursed. Also, models like the MOOC serve to
complement the traditional higher education experience, not replace it (Nix et al., 2014).
These findings align with the notion that traditional academics should keep an open mind to
these alternatives as the trend toward virtual learning continues.
Conversely, it is also important to examine the awareness of students’ learning styles
in the shift from face-to-face courses to those presented online. Even though her study
cautions educators to carefully evaluate whether learning style actually influences the success
of online learning, Santo (2006) acknowledges that learning preferences for students do exist.
Should instructors of online courses categorically change their teaching methods to appeal to
their students’ effective learning styles? Just like instructors in a traditional classroom, it is
not practical that they tailor their courses to fit every student’s individual needs. However, in
their book, The Virtual Student: A Profile and Guide to Working with Online Learners,
Palloff and Pratt (2003) discuss the appropriateness of both matching and mismatching
students’ learning styles to the particular online course. Ironically, student-learning
challenges faced by instructors are no different from those in traditional classroom settings.
Perhaps the biggest difference is that students in an online class may be geographically,
culturally, and age diverse. Not that these factors cannot occur in a traditional, on-campus
class, but there is a lack of intimacy between teacher and student when their only interaction
may be through a computer screen. Palloff and Pratt advocate three techniques to address the
learning styles of online students: adding alternatives, learning cycles, and complex
activities. Just as a traditional instructor may use options that appeal to the variety of his or
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her students, so can the virtual teacher. Students can be given the opportunity to choose
among different types of assignments, allowing them to successfully achieve goals in a
manner that is most comfortable to them. In addition, instructors can design “systematic sets
of activities that facilitate all learning styles” (p. 33); thus, by integrating different activities
into a lesson, students with different learning styles can participate and contribute in the way
that best suits them while still contributing to the overall process. Finally, Palloff and Pratt
cite the use of complex activities, which require that students approach a problem using
multiple skills. The instructor provides general guidance toward solving a problem, and the
students then collaborate and use their respective abilities to contribute to the solution,
therefore allowing each student to apply his or her preferred style to achieve the objective.
Toni Mohr et al. (2012) conducted a study among university students in several
countries, including the United States, that examined student learning style preferences and
the perceived usefulness of e-learning. The importance of this work points to the idea that
for certain students, e-learning can more closely align with their preferred method of
learning.
The rapid development and spread of information technology continues to
create new possibilities for the use of electronic learning in education. Elearning tools such as video-recordings of lectures, computer-based trainings,
tutor-guided online discussions, and virtual document sharing systems have
become an integral part of undergraduate as well as graduate programmes [sic]
worldwide. Universities need to offer such virtual teaching environments to
meet students’ changes expectations regarding the way they are taught (p. 309).
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The availability of information online and the convenience of its delivery certainly
indicate that the Internet is here to stay. Critics of the trend argue that students are too quick
to rely on the information they derive from the Internet as gospel. Similarly, there seems to
be the assumption that all information contained on the Internet is unreliable. Harmon
(2007) argues that the Internet is packed with credible and reliable information, some of
which is difficult or impossible to find elsewhere. He proposes that students, when taught to
think critically, can and should evaluate resources from the Internet as part of their research
work. Careful thought and consideration of any resource is a must for students, and they
should not be encouraged to discount good information simply because it was found on the
Internet.
Virtual Education in Law Enforcement
The idea of virtual learning is slowly being introduced into law enforcement agencies.
As in other organizations like universities and private corporations, proponents for the use of
virtual education in law enforcement acknowledge the time and cost benefits of using the
medium as an effective training tool. In addition, because best practices and case law are
constantly changing, the need for accessible, effective in-service training for law
enforcement is extremely important (Kazu & Gummus, as cited in Graham & Zengin, 2011).
Leal (2009) notes that the government often lags behind the technology curve (e-training is
no exception); others believe that law enforcement is too far behind in using technology in
the training of police officers (McCoy, 2006). However, law enforcement officers have used
virtual training in the form of simulation systems for years. When I attended my basic law
enforcement academy almost two decades ago, we used a multimedia use-of-force simulator
(which at the time, was considered state-of-the-art technology). Through the use of
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computer-video simulation, officer trainees faced video scenarios of different situations they
might encounter in the field. Using technology, they would be introduced into a video of an
encounter with a suspect, for example. From there, the officer would become “involved” in
the scenario, and ultimately might have to make a decision whether or not to use deadly force
against the suspect. The officer could fire a simulated weapon at the screen, and the system
would capture whether or not the suspect was actually “hit.” The system provided immediate
feedback to both student and instructor without any danger to the participants. Such training
simulators, only possible through the use of technology, are still routinely used in police
academies throughout the world.
The Federal Law Enforcement Training Center (FLETC), the largest police and
investigative training organization in the United States, has also adopted a technology-based
distributed learning platform to reach students across the country and the world. The FLETC
also employs advanced technologies as part of their broad teaching methodology, such as the
use of simulations and modeling (Federal Law Enforcement, n.d.). Through the use of
technology-based learning, the FLETC is able to provide cost-effective training to police
officers around the country. In many cases (even though most of the programs are offered
free of charge), this training offered in the traditional learning setting would otherwise be
unavailable to the students that participate in the online environment. Many of the officers
that benefit from these FLETC courses are from local police departments, whose budgets
simply could not bear the costs of travel to the FLETC.
Virtual Education in Other Professions
Law enforcement is not the only profession to make use of today’s technology.
Pilots, both military and civilian, spend hours in realistic flight simulators. Through the use
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of these machines, students can train and, more importantly, learn from their mistakes
without actual consequences. Advanced flight simulators pitch and move like real airplanes,
and instructors can introduce variables such as instrument and system failures to the pilots,
testing their ability to handle crises—all without ever leaving the ground. Despite the costs
of these simulators, they are still far less expensive than training in actual aircraft and, more
significantly, much safer. With modern technology, many of these advanced simulators are
so realistic that it is difficult for the pilots to tell they are actually “flying” in a simulator.
Still others in industry are using technology to train employees in “virtual worlds,”
where participants engage and interact using computers to simulate real-world encounters or
problem solving (Schultze, Hiltz, Nardi, Rennecker, & Stucky, 2008; Blümel, Termath, &
Haase, 2009). In these environments, repair technicians can learn and practice on realistic,
three-dimensional virtual models of complex machinery, industrial processes, and projects.
This technology not only brings globally disparate individuals to a common learning
environment, but also provides a safe platform for participants to make mistakes without
costly consequences. The U.S. military “has made a substantial commitment to the use of
simulations for training” (p. v) by using virtual environment technology in preparing soldiers
to use complex weapon and battle systems, according to a 2006 U.S. army report (Singer,
Kring, & Hamilton, 2006). The U.S. Navy also uses simulation-based training wherein
personnel can practice job-specific skills, thereby increasing and measuring their capabilities
(Persons, as cited in Graham & Zengin, 2011).
The ubiquity of the Internet has transformed nearly every aspect of modern society.
Business and financial transactions, e-commerce, information sharing, and electronic
communication are all examples of how technology has been integrated into our everyday
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lives. In fact, in many instances, modern technology, heavily reliant on the Internet, has
replaced long-standing business practices and has become the new standard. So then, why
should the delivery of education be any different? According to Hiltz and Turoff (2005),
“Online learning is starting to penetrate K-12, adult learning, and corporate training” (p. 63).
Although in 2005, they may have observed the start of online learning, in the years since
their statement, we can aptly say that online learning has infiltrated these environments.
Background and History of Online/Distance Education
The general concept of alternate learning methods, including distance learning, is not
necessarily a new phenomenon. Though certainly not prevalent, Wang, Shannon, and Ross
(2013) cite the existence of distance learning methods as early as the 1800s. They further
note how the delivery of learning followed the technology of the times, with the use of radio
and television to deliver distance education courses. Cavanaugh, Barbour, and Clark (2009)
discuss existing literature on distance learning dating back to the 1930s, with the advent of
virtual learning in today’s context occurring in the late 1990s. The modern idea of virtual
learning by using computers follows the trend of merging education with current technology.
In the early 1990s, Dr. William D. Graziadei, a science professor at the State University of
New York, Plattsburgh, offered one of the first online courses consistent with modern virtual
education (Wang et al., 2013).
Decades ago, very few institutions offered instructional programs atypical to the
traditional classroom-teacher-student model. Those that offered such options used a
correspondence system in which students would receive and send paper-based assignments to
a teacher, usually through the mail (Johnson & Aragon, 2003). The teacher would then
review the student’s work and reply accordingly, again through the postal system. This
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process continued for the duration of the course or program. Although this method of
distance education might seem slow and cumbersome by today’s standards, it was still a
viable alternative for many students who were otherwise not able to attend a traditional
“brick-and-mortar” school. Although these institutions were not plentiful, they were ahead
of their time, in that they opened doors to the non-traditional student in many ways. Students
who were older or had responsibilities such as work and family could enroll without being
tied to a set classroom schedule (Vignare, 2009). Similarly, students who were
geographically remote could still engage in the learning process. In addition, some schools
offered credits toward life and work experience, thus making the process of earning a degree
more attainable.
One such institution in New Jersey was Thomas Edison State College (TESC), which
was established as part of the state’s higher education system in 1972. TESC has long
leveraged the motivation of self-directed adults by providing academics in an accredited
collegiate program. With the expansion of online learning, TESC now offers students
multiple ways to earn college credits, including online and guided education courses
(Thomas Edison State, n.d.). In addition, the college offers credits for military and
professional training. Also, students have the possibility of “testing out” of courses by
passing subject matter exams and receiving credits in lieu of actually enrolling in and taking
entire courses. The concept of the “virtual university” received popular attention in the mid1990s with the creation of Western Governors University, which essentially began as a
distance-learning consortium among western state governors (Meyer, 2009).
Many existing studies focused on the comparison of particular aspects of virtual
courses to their traditional counterparts. For example, Lim, Yoon, and Morris, as cited in
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Wang et al. (2013), discussed whether course outcomes are a valid measure for evaluating
the quality of distance learning programs. Furthermore, there are differences of opinion
when comparing attributes of traditional learning to online programs. Cusumano (2013) and
Lorenzo and Moore, as cited in Conaway, Easton, and Schmidt (2005), directly contradicted
when they discussed whether online learning is as good as “face-to-face” learning. An
important idea to consider as various types of virtual learning environments take hold is that
virtual education has become a genus of its own. That is, as virtual education becomes more
popular, researchers will need to examine the model itself—what is successful, what works
and what does not work. This analysis is as important as the comparison of the virtual
environment to so-called “traditional” learning paradigms. Conaway et al. (2003) aptly
stated, “As online learning is integrated into many traditional courses, it is important to move
beyond making comparisons to face-to-face classes and move toward understanding the
specific nuances of the online class as its own unique environment” (p. 26), citing Meyer.
At least one study addressed the semantics of promoting an institution by using
terminology that was incongruent with the actual programs offered by the university and the
implications that such minutiae could have. Todhunter (2013) examined one Australian
university that has offered “distance education” programs for years and has also expanded
into the contemporary online education market. Todhunter cautions education institutions
that generically categorize themselves as online learning centers and cites the need to clearly
delineate exactly what their non-traditional programs offer. For instance, an “off-campus”
class may not be an online course at all, but the perception by stakeholders may cause them
to think twice about taking the course. In many institutions, non-traditional learning
opportunities have become synonymous with online or virtual learning scenarios, and
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Todhunter cites Forsyth, Pizzica, Laxton, and Mahony in asserting, “The growth of elearning has blurred the boundaries of educational modes” (p. 234). This premise is
important if we concur with Todhunter that “educational institutions can expect a more
favourable [sic] attitude towards a mode of study where students ‘perceive a compatibility
with their situation and goals…’” (p. 234), citing Morgan and Tam. The important thing is
that institutions do not want students to exclude themselves because of misperceptions
concerning the university’s offerings.
Early research into virtual learning in the primary and secondary grades tended to
compare the phenomenon to traditional schools, contrasting the benefits and challenges of
virtual schools as compared to their brick-and-mortar counterparts. More recently, the focus
has been on evaluating the best practices and student outcomes of the students in these virtual
schools (Cavanaugh et al., 2009).
Virtual Learning in the Higher Education and K-12 Environment
As computer technology becomes more commonplace in education, administrators,
curriculum designers, and teachers are finding more and more ways to leverage this
technology to effectively deliver knowledge to students. Just a few decades ago, the
computer word processor replaced the typewriter and revolutionized how students put
thoughts on paper. Standalone personal computers brought tremendous power and efficiency
to students, allowing them to easily create spreadsheets, reports, and graphics.
In a few short years, the Internet has forced an exponential growth in the technologyeducation relationship. Although the ubiquity of the personal computer in the 1980s and
1990s gave teachers and students greater effectiveness and efficiency, communication
between computers was still somewhat limited. Although some computer users connected to
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bulletin boards and similar services, the communication potential of these machines went
largely ignored; in fact, most personal computers at the time were not even configured with a
modem, the hardware device needed for a communications (phone line) interface. Today,
educators now have the keys to the kingdom of knowledge, given their ability to use
computers as a medium for communication, coupled with the capacity to use the computer to
access the wealth of information contained online.
There are numerous parallels between the traditional learning environment and virtual
education. Just as traditional courses and teaching methods are evaluated for effectiveness,
so should those delivered online be. Because of the tremendous difference between
traditional and online education, measures of successful learning must be developed and
adapted to this new medium. Wang et al. (2013) studied course outcomes in online learning
among students, based on certain characteristics that they believed were important in
determining the quality of these programs. For example, the researchers found that students
with higher motivation in their online courses had higher levels of technological self-efficacy
and vice versa. These conclusions are important when considering the development of online
learning environments in order to make them successful.
Like technology itself, virtual learning is evolving rapidly. One of the most
contemporary developments in the delivery of online education is the use of social media to
enhance online learning. With a large population of students engaged in the various forms of
social media, it makes sense that delivering education through this forum would appeal to
them. The convergence of technology that turned a cellular telephone into a mini computer
has allowed users to access the Internet and communicate using different methods, all from
the palm of their hand. What’s more, this generation of students is not only comfortable with
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this technology, but also attached to it. Simply walk around any college campus and notice
how many students are walking from place to place with their eyes glued to their
smartphone!
In a recent analysis of using social media technologies as a means of online
education, Hovorka and Rees (2009), as cited by Friedman and Friedman (2013), assert that
“introducing social media into courses may not only help make them more interesting and
fun, but at the same time teach students . . . learn valuable and pervasive workplace skills:
communication, collaboration, community, convergence, and creativity” (p. 11). Should that
not be a goal of all learning? If research shows the benefits of online learning, academics
should at least consider the option of virtual education as part of their curricula. In the same
study, Friedman and Friedman discussed some of the benefits of online learning, citing
everything from simple business sense in the form of cost savings to increased student
performance. In fact, the authors go so far as to call academics that refuse to embrace this
trend “myopic” (p. 8).
An underlying theme that has emerged from research is the importance of learning
based on the alignment of both teaching and learning styles. Good teachers know that
different students learn differently. Therefore, the emergence of virtual learning technologies
should take into account the effectiveness of these programs. Proserpio and Gioia (2007, p.
69) recognize how technology has transformed this generation of students into a “virtual
generation,” indicating that today’s students no longer learn verbally or visually, but
virtually. The implications of this shift require teaching pedagogies that align with how these
students learn.
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Some researchers are confident that as the capabilities and quality of virtual learning
improve, it will become the dominant means for education in the future (Radović-Marković,
2010). Though she acknowledges it will not totally replace traditional learning institutions,
she presents several arguments for her position that support the continuation of this trend.
The continuous improvement of technologies will allow more and easier access, robust
course content, and increased opportunities for students. Also, many institutions that offer
both traditional and online programs, including Seton Hall University, do not differentiate
among them with respect to their graduates, especially because research demonstrates that
both students and administrators view the quality of online learning on par with traditional
methods. Therefore, a student who graduates with a degree from an online program receives
the same diploma as a student from a traditional program. From a business standpoint,
Radović-Marković argues that virtual learning platforms save universities money in terms of
human capital and other resource expenditures. Furthermore, other researchers have pointed
out that despite significant initial development expenses, the marginal cost of adding students
to an online course is extremely low, especially since the course can be provided to a large
number of students (Bonvillian & Singer, 2013). Finally, Radović-Marković reiterates the
conclusion of other researchers, who agree that today’s students simply accept online
learning as part of the norm and have adapted handily to this teaching method.
The inherent flexibility of virtual education platforms indicates they do not have to be
limited to programs that exactly mirror traditional education models. The concept of online
learning is not simply about taking an existing university or K-12 class and putting the
content online. Other alternatives to learning also work well in this environment. Therefore,
as Bonvillian and Singer (2013) point out, virtual education provides excellent opportunities
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for credentialing or certificate programs, as opposed to only offering credits toward a
traditional degree.
Higher Education
Colleges and universities around the globe are branching into the virtual world as
they expand course offerings to include online courses and programs. Some colleges offer
blended degree programs, where students can take a portion of credits online. Others, like
Seton Hall University, offer entire degree programs, including graduate studies, online (Seton
Hall University, 2014). Some prestigious universities like Duke, Stanford, the University of
Pennsylvania, and Johns Hopkins have teamed with investment partners to provide free
online courses, with the hope that they will somehow derive a future financial return to pay
operating costs (Cusumano, 2013). Many online institutions, especially those who expanded
as extensions of traditional campuses have sought autonomy as non- or for-profit entities.
Penn State University offers a World Campus and used the Internet to leverage their
expansion into the non-traditional education market. The Penn State World Campus and
University of Maryland University Campus, both spawned from their parent state
universities, have shown tremendous academic success while establishing their own unique
identities (Poulin & Michelau, 2009). New York, through the State University (SUNY)
Learning Network, has established one of the first statewide virtual learning systems
(Vignare, 2009). And the list goes on.
By some measures, the online education movement has been so successful that some
traditional “brick-and-mortar” schools are generating a material portion of their tuition
revenue from students registered in online courses. Although evidence suggests that the
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overhead and costs for online courses should be less expensive to the university, many
schools are charging as much or more for online tuition (Kelly, 2013).
According to some researchers, the impetus toward online education, especially in the
university system, will ultimately be driven by public awareness (Hiltz & Turoff, 2005). Part
of the resistance to changing the traditional model of higher education may lie with the belief
that institutions of higher education have essentially been the only game in town for years.
Both Hiltz and Turoff (2005), and Kelly (2013) point out that the benefits of virtual learning
environments may pose a threat to established institutions, and policymakers are hardpressed to change regulations for the benefit of virtual universities. Further, Hiltz and Turoff
also noted that “geographic monopolies and barriers that have sustained thousands of
different colleges and universities in the U.S. . . . will weaken” (p. 62). This assertion is
foreboding for institutions that refuse to embrace this change.
Does the fact that technology is changing our world mean that colleges cannot still
provide quality education? As Cronin and Bachorz (2005) noted, people still light candles
and ride horses. So, should they not use electric lights or cars? Perhaps forward-thinking
institutions should not only embrace these changes, but also leverage them. From a business
perspective, this approach seems to make perfect sense. Traditionally, colleges and
universities, especially small ones, had to rely on a student population that was either within
commuting distance or were willing to travel and reside at or near the school. For prestigious
schools like those in the Ivy League, their reputation alone was sufficient to attract more
students than they could enroll. But what about public schools or those that were just
“average?” The globalization of the education world through technology now provides the
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opportunity for students living in another state (or even country) to “attend” schools that they
could otherwise never have attended just a few years ago.
Today’s world of online education is not limited solely to the expansion of brick-andmortar public or private/non-profit schools, however. Other institutions have arisen whose
notoriety derives from their presence on the Internet. Perhaps the best known of these virtual
for-profit colleges is the University of Phoenix. The university was founded in 1976 and
offered degree programs in traditional classroom settings (Sperling, 1998). What made
Phoenix different was their rapid expansion into the online world around the onset of the
virtual learning trend. Although, according to their website, they still offer traditional
“campuses” at over 100 locations, they are most well known for their numerous online study
programs. Phoenix is not the only for-profit school to capitalize on the for-profit expansion.
DeVry University, once a traditional technical school, now offers undergraduate and master’s
degrees in over 40 subject areas both on campus and online.
Critics of online-only and for-profit schools have long cited these schools’ income
motive as a reason to churn out graduates (and thus profits) at the expense of legitimate
education. Further complicating the matter, unscrupulous institutions like the Drake School
in New York, which closed after an investigation revealed massive fraud at the school, have
cast a doubt on the validity of the entire online education sector. In order for legitimate
online institutions to distinguish themselves from diploma mills, many have voluntarily gone
through accreditation to validate their legitimacy (Kinser, 2006).
Across the globe, researchers at Central Queensland University in Australia remind
educators to be mindful of the importance of using traditional learning theories and sound
pedagogical principles when designing and delivering learning through the virtual
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environment. In a case study that analyzed the university’s online Bachelor of
Environmental Health program, they found that “learning designs underpinned by sound
education principles can facilitate improvements to the quality of the student learning
experiences” (Bricknell & Muldoon, 2013, p. 43). Furthermore, they concluded that typical
online learning systems focus on the transmission of information, instead of fostering the
environment to develop communications and dynamic, positive learning experiences. These
results are significant because they underscore the importance of integrating existing learning
theory and careful planning of virtual learning systems. Also, because of the very nature of
distance learning, interaction between teachers and students (and among students themselves)
lacks most of the interpersonal connections of the traditional classroom. Therefore, the
virtual medium must become more than just a means to disperse content. In order for the
environment to satisfy the intangible needs of students (as opposed to simply measures of
subject knowledge), it should include robust methods that cause students to fully engage in
active learning.
Limniou and Smith (2010) investigated teachers’ and students’ perspectives on
teaching and learning through virtual learning environments. In their study of university
engineering students, they noticed that traditional teaching methods sometimes failed to
motivate students. As a result, some students became bored, performed poorly, and even
dropped classes. This was especially acute among younger students who, they say, “prefer to
receive information quickly and use multiple/multi-modal communications channels to
access information and to e-communicate” (p. 646), citing Oblinger and Oblinger. Their
study followed a group of faculty and students in the engineering curriculum that participated
in newly developed online courses delivered in the virtual learning environment. The study
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evaluated various components of the online courses; for example, discussion boards,
evaluations, and student collaborations. Both teachers and students rated these components
as to their usefulness in contributing to the course. They found, not surprisingly, that some
faculty felt limited and were resistant to the new model of teaching, and students preferred
interaction through discussion boards and the like. Their conclusion was, for that
investigation, a blended model of traditional teaching methods and virtual technology best
appealed to teachers and students overall.
Selwyn agrees that learning in the virtual environment has dramatically changed the
university sector, as cited by Lukman and Krajnc (2012). They cite factors such as the
“information-age” and “faster lifestyles” (p. 237), which have prompted changes to
traditional education models. In a world where people want things done yesterday, there is
little tolerance for wasting time. In the 1980s, facsimile, or “fax,” machines were a boon to
the business world—no more waiting for documents to arrive in the mail days or weeks later.
Today, electronic communications have effectively replaced fax machines. Lukman and
Krajnc aptly note, “Virtual-learning presents an alternative for students and helps them find a
balance between private life, career, and further education” (p. 237). To analyze nontraditional learning methods, such as collaborative learning, they studied engineering
students at a European university who were enrolled in traditional and online courses of
study. The forum for this study allowed them to evaluate whether these non-traditional
methods were perceived as more or less effective in the classroom versus the virtual
environment. Though this particular research speaks more to the effectiveness of the nontraditional learning methods (rather than the medium by which they were delivered), it
highlights the fact that students in the virtual environment have certain expectations. As
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institutions plan and design curricula, whether for traditional or online courses, they need to
consider these issues.
Even the staunchest proponents of online education systems agree that traditional
universities are important and will continue for some time, especially in the fields of science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics. This is because the research university has
become the home for scientific advancement, and the need for physical research facilities
continues, especially given the limitations of online education (Bonvillian & Singer, 2013).
Whether opinions favor either extreme; that is, a total shift to online education or to remain
with traditional education models, there is consensus among researchers that traditional
institutions must embrace the movement to at least a partial shift toward virtual education.
As education institutions seek to remain financially competitive, they must adopt innovative
strategies that include virtual education as an option to students. There is still debate about
costs and profitability when comparing traditional tuition fees to the costs for online courses.
Bonvillian and Singer (2013), and Graham and Zengin (2011) acknowledge that the
development of quality online courses is much more costly up front than the same course
offered in the classroom. However, as Radović-Marković (2010) points out, the cost to add
additional students to an online course, especially to a MOOC, is low. Furthermore, the
outcome of this process can be very effective (Graham & Zengin, 2011). In addition, with
the existing information technology infrastructure at colleges and universities, much of the
hardware required to host online courses is already there. Although these systems require
specific software platforms to deliver courses online, it is feasible for institutions to utilize
existing capital resources and personnel to administer these programs.
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In relevant studies, researchers seem to agree that the optimum learning model
combines both traditional (face-to-face) and online learning. These hybrid or blended
learning systems offer the best of both worlds, namely teacher- and student-centered
components, and are believed to be preferred because they accommodate different teaching
and learning styles (Bonvillian & Singer, 2013; Graham & Zengin, 2011).
Primary and Secondary (K-12) Schools
Colleges and universities are not the only education systems to capitalize on today’s
technology. Teaching methods in primary and secondary schools have changed because of
computer technology. Equipment such as “smart boards” is being used in the classroom and
has revolutionized the delivery of information to students (Giles & Shaw, 2011).
In addition, the Internet has given teachers the ability to post information, lessons,
and assignments on their school websites or classroom pages, allowing both parents and
students to remain connected to the classroom, even after hours. Teachers can post student
grades online, allowing parents to monitor their child’s progress almost in real time. Even email communication between parents and teachers has fostered closer relationships, working
toward bettering student performance.
Across the United States, there has been an explosion in the number of virtual schools
at the K-12 level. According to Cavanaugh et al. (2009), administrators see online schools as
an answer to many problems facing districts, such as overcrowded schools and a lack of
specialized courses or teachers, especially for advanced or special needs students (citing
Cavanaugh & Clark). These institutions range from statewide or local publicly funded to
charter schools, and even private, for-profit institutions that provide course content and
technical expertise. The services offered by these virtual schools vary from portions of
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traditional face-to-face classes (in a blended education model) to entire online learning
experiences for students from kindergarten through high school graduation (Archambault &
Crippen, 2009).
Advances in technology have also forced a change in curriculum design and delivery.
Now, formal courses in technology are an essential part of students’ course loads. Classes in
computers and multi-media technology provide students with the tools and skills to succeed
in today’s world. As importantly, in addition to high schools becoming virtual platforms
themselves, many high school students are taking college-level classes online (Picciano &
Seaman, as cited by Vignare, 2009). Previously, high school students could only hope to
successfully pass formal Advanced Placement tests to receive college credits while still in
high school. Today, these students have a greater variety of education options by virtue of
the Internet. The potential for collaboration between colleges and high schools in the virtual
environment means that high school students could take college-level courses online, thus
reducing their total time—and therefore tuition expense—on campus (Bonvillian & Singer,
2013).
Existing research on virtual education is still limited, as the phenomenon as we see it
today is relatively new. At that, much of this research is on adult learners, who do not
necessarily share the same learning processes as children (Cavanaugh et al., 2009). In their
2009 study, Cavanaugh et al. reviewed open source literature on virtual learning to identify
themes and issues present in the literature. The researchers intentionally reviewed readily
accessible literature (only some of which were from scholarly publications) for two main
reasons: first, the researchers wanted the originating data from the study to be available to
education practitioners, who may not have had access to literature that was not freely
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available; and second, the researchers felt that because virtual education in the K-12
community is rapidly changing, they opined that much valid, contemporary information,
especially with respect to best practices emerging from the field, existed on the Internet but
had not yet been examined by researchers. Cavanaugh et al. found existing research lacking
in four major areas: first, because most existing pedagogy addresses traditional learning
methods, virtual learning standards and practices need to be established and evaluated;
second, although characteristics of adult learners and higher education students who perform
better in the virtual environment have been identified, additional research should be directed
at younger students to identify these same indicators of success; third, researchers need to
find ways to encourage interaction between online students and their traditional counterparts,
forming the basis for virtual learning communities; and finally, studies should be conducted
to evaluate the learning experiences of online students, since clearly the environment in
which they are engaged differs from the traditional education model.
If the trend in K-12 virtual education continues the way of higher education, it is
likely that more and more learning will be done online. Teachers and administrators are well
advised to embrace this change and find innovative ways to engage and motivate students,
develop curricula, and otherwise adapt traditional teaching methods to the online
environment. If their predictions are correct, in the next five years, half of all high school
classes will be offered online (Archambault & Crippen, 2009, citing Christensen & Horn).
Along those same lines, administrators need to be aware of the challenges in maintaining a
high quality of education as virtual schools proliferate. One such consideration is the
accreditation of virtual schools. As more students are taught through the medium of virtual
classes, the same standards that govern traditional education will become more important in
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the virtual world. According to Salsberry (2010), in order to remain on par with traditional
quality institutions, these virtual schools must meet the same requirements for accreditation
as any other school that is a member of the various accrediting agencies serving schools
across the country. This fact is extremely important, especially as disreputable online
institutions, known as “diploma mills” pump out graduates for money, without regard to
academic standards.
Virtual Learning in Government, Law Enforcement, and the Private Sector
Just as the delivery of information in the form of virtual learning has evolved in the
education environment, entities in the public and private sector have adopted technology for
similar purposes. Various models of technology—for example, virtual “worlds”—are being
employed by businesses for, among other things, employee training (Schultze et al., 2008).
In addition, private entities that specialize in learning as a core business area have
recognized the need to expand their services into the online environment. Commercial
educators like Kaplan, long known for their test preparation instruction, have recognized the
need to offer education programs online (Smith, 2010). Other commercial tutoring services
like Sylvan, now offer tutoring online in a synchronous environment, where the student can
interact with a tutor in real time.
Commercial telematic software packages can be customized to meet the needs of
businesses to exploit the Internet for training and education—particularly valuable for large,
global companies with geographically disbursed learners. These systems can be integrated
into an organization’s training plan and designed according to the company’s needs
(Hoffmann, 1999).
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Numerous private industry sectors are using the Internet as a medium to deliver
online learning courses as well. Continuing education programs for professionals from
certified public accountants to emergency medical technicians are offered online. For these
individuals, the option to earn learning credit hours online as required by their profession is a
cost-effective and convenient way to maintain their licensure without having to physically
attend classes or seminars. In addition, with the ability to earn career-related certificates
online, individuals can obtain resume-building credentials that may be appealing to
employers (Bonvillian & Singer, 2013).
Providing continuing education training to government employees is not a new idea
either. In fact, the Civil Service Commission expanded the training for federal employees in
1967. As a move toward employee development, the Commission evaluated existing
government training and compared that with training practices in the private and education
sectors. The result was the promotion and improvement of education programs for career
government employees (Stahl, 1968).
Government agencies continue to develop effective learning plans for employees. As
Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick (2013) state, the effectiveness of government employees benefits
all citizens, since it is their taxpayer dollars that pay these employees for doing their jobs.
Furthermore, they assert that government efficiency stems from effective employee training.
In their evaluation, Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick examined certain training changes in a few
agencies and found that new approaches to training offered collateral benefits, including the
use of technology to replace traditional face-to-face models.
As the training base for approximately 91 different police and investigative agencies,
the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center has integrated virtual education as a modest
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component in their curriculum (Federal Law Enforcement, n.d.). The FLETC offers various
online law enforcement courses to students, mostly in the form of synchronous webinars.
These webinars allow students to take continuing education courses from an Internet-enabled
computer. Usually, an instructor or moderator hosts the webinar, and course content is
displayed on the student’s screen as an instructor narrates. In addition, students attending the
course are able to ask questions or provide feedback, either through a simultaneous telephone
(voice) connection or by typing the information on their keyboard. This forum allows all
students and instructors in the webinar to view these exchanges, and also participate in the
session.
The Federal Bureau of Investigation has used e-learning for at least a decade through
its FBI Training Network and Law Enforcement On-line systems, which provide training to
officers in the law enforcement community (Graham & Zengin, 2011).
Especially because of the visibility of the modern media, a well-informed public has
put increased scrutiny on law enforcement. As such, police agencies strive to provide
professional services to the public they serve, despite frequently operating in an adversarial
environment. Klinger (2012) states since the development of modern, professional police
agencies, it is believed that training is one of the most important factors that enable police
officers to effectively carry out their duties. Police training does not stop upon graduation
from the police academy, however. Many officers receive advanced training throughout their
careers, often in areas that “are highly salient where public accountability is concerned”
(Walker & Katz, as cited by Klinger, 2012, p. 111).
Despite resistance by many police officers, computer technology has become a very
useful tool in the performance of even the most routine duties. For the most part, police
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reports are no longer produced on a typewriter but are written and printed using the
computer. Officers without at least rudimentary computer skills find themselves at a
disadvantage in the workplace. Fortunately, as these officers retire and younger,
technologically savvy officers join the police ranks, there will be less resistance to use
computers as the important resource that they are. Within law enforcement, administrative
functions, such as time and attendance recording, electronic communication, travel
management, and continuing education training are just a few tasks routinely performed
using computers. The computer is invaluable as an investigative tool, required to conduct
database searches, prepare reports, and even collect fingerprints. To the chagrin of the “old
timers” who are still in law enforcement, today it is fair to say that an investigator cannot
effectively do his or her job without using a computer.
Education Leadership, Management, and Policy Considerations
The popularity of virtual learning programs has required education leaders to
reevaluate and restructure existing education systems that have been in place for decades.
Traditional practices, though still important, have been supplemented, and in some cases,
replaced by innovative education methods through these virtual learning platforms (Johnson,
2012). These changes have far-reaching implications in how institutions design and
implement curriculum, draft policy, and administer these programs. Virtual learning courses
cannot simply be online versions of traditional classes (Johnson & Aragon, 2003; Johnson,
2012). Instead, instructional designers must carefully plan and design comprehensive
courses that maximize the benefits of the medium, not just use the technology to deliver
content. As they state, “The primary factor in any instructional initiative, regardless of
format or venue, is the quality of the instructional design that is ultimately implemented” (p.
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32). Therefore, as much care should be put into the design of an online course as would be
used in a traditional, face-to-face class (Cini, 1999).
The effect of student interaction in online classes indicates a shift in the conventional
model where the instructor is the classroom leader. Students in online courses have
increased ownership in leadership roles through higher levels of “classroom” participation
and responsibility. The instructor is still technically the leader of the class but allows
learning to occur through collaboration and exchange between students (Cini, 1999).
Depending on the particular education system, online learning may become a major
part of future curriculum design. As such, policy makers are implored to engage
stakeholders in drafting sensible, practical standards as students are exposed to emerging
technologies. Even now, as computers and multi-media technology courses are offered to
students, districts and institutions must develop computer-use policies and safeguards to
protect both students and infrastructure. Policy considerations, such as budgeting for
necessary hardware and software, the need for computer-literate educators, and redesigned
courses are just a few areas that administrators will need to address. To skeptics of the
sustainability of this movement, Michigan has already included a requirement that students
be exposed to a minimum number of hours of online learning to graduate (Brunvand &
Abadeh, 2014). Such policy directives seem to indicate that online learning will become a
regular part of student learning paradigms.
Chapter Summary
Whether the implementation of online learning occurs in primary, secondary, or
tertiary education, or in the public or private sector, it is clear that this trend will continue.
Those entities that have instituted online learning environments will most likely expand their
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programs, especially as technology and acceptance by stakeholders improves. Although
there is still a considerable amount of research that must be conducted, the consensus among
researchers is that virtual education provides numerous benefits to students, teachers, and
institutions. Even if virtual education is not yet a perfect system, it has certainly given
teachers and learners options that have not existed before.
As the movement grows and matures, some of the difficulties associated with online
and virtual learning will be addressed and fixed. One of the main challenges to the trend is
the perceived quality of education that the medium provides. Furthermore, there is still the
potential for compromise of the system’s integrity by unscrupulous entities that seek profits
over quality, which has further stigmatized the movement. However, as reputable
institutions continue to associate themselves with virtual programs, and as accreditation of
these programs expands, there is no reason to believe that they cannot be successful and
widely accepted.
Numerous studies into virtual learning contrast the benefits and faults of the model,
especially as compared to traditional learning environments. The conclusion of many of
these studies is that blended or hybrid models of virtual learning environments are most
effective, since these maximize the benefits of both virtual and traditional systems. The
consensus among researchers is that virtual learning systems provide students with
alternatives and flexibility not otherwise available in the traditional classroom setting. In
addition, the benefits to institutions include a wider market base and perhaps reduced overall
costs per student. Lacking in the virtual models is the intimacy and interaction among
teachers and students. Also, acceptance by academics as to the viability and validity of
online education remains a challenge to institutions and administrators.
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Many studies within existing literature identify characteristics of stakeholders,
especially students, when evaluating virtual learning systems. This research often
characterized the success or failure of online learning models by student perceptions of
variables such as computer self-efficacy, technical expertise, or the inherent challenges of
adult learners. Furthermore, these and other studies considered various measures of learning
outcomes and student satisfaction for virtual learners.
No system of education is perfect. If there were such a model, there would be no
need to conduct research aimed at improving education pedagogy, curricula, or testing. Just
as educators and researchers constantly strive to identify the magic bullet of learning, so will
the attempts to improve and integrate virtual education as a valid and legitimate component
of the education system continue.
As virtual learning improves, there is no doubt that it will be a viable alternative to
supplement and even replace, where appropriate, traditional education paradigms. This is not
necessarily a bad thing; if fact, it might be a very, very good thing. It certainly represents
one of the most significant changes to the worldwide education system in the past few
hundred years.
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CHAPTER 3
DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
Background
The purpose of this study was to explore the online learning experience of criminal
investigators within Homeland Security Investigations and the perceived effectiveness of
Virtual University. Virtual University (VU) is the computer-based training platform used by
Homeland Security Investigations and other components of DHS. The purpose of VU is to
deliver course-specific content, via computer network, to a large audience of users. Virtual
University offers lessons through computer-based animations and audio/video presentations
that deliver subject matter content to computer users in DHS.
I chose to use a mixed-methods strategy, using both quantitative and qualitative
measures to address the following research questions:
1. How do users perceive the effectiveness of Virtual University?
2. What factors do users consider important in the delivery of education and training
at Homeland Security Investigations?
3. How can training be improved within HSI using contemporary technology?
A mixed-methods, sequential approach was appropriate for this study because that
design permitted the qualitative results to further interpret the results of the quantitative
portion of the study (Creswell, 2003).
A survey explored Special Agents’ interaction and learning experiences with Virtual
University. In addition, interviews were conducted to further investigate Special Agents’
perceptions as to the effectiveness of the Virtual University system in delivering learning of
the topics presented in the online environment.
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First, a quantitative methodology was used to explore a user’s assessment of various
aspects of online learning and certain attributes of Virtual University. The quantitative
design consisted of a survey in which respondents were asked to evaluate different
characteristics of online learning generally, of Virtual University in particular, and how those
factors relate to their use of technology and learning. Survey research was appropriate for
this study, as the methodology allowed for an efficient mechanism to collect data and also
permitted the identification of “attributes of a large population from a small group of
individuals” (Cresswell, 2003, p. 154, citing Babbie, 1990, and Fowler, 1988).
Second, from a select group of individuals who were not respondents to the survey,
structured, face-to-face interviews were conducted to elicit responses specific to the use of
Virtual University. The interview questions permitted these respondents to provide specific
details of their experiences with the Virtual University platform. A qualitative methodology
was appropriate for this study, as it enabled the researcher to become involved with the
participants and learn extensive details regarding their experiences and permitted the
participants to offer information from their own perspective and experience (Cresswell, 2003;
Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Furthermore, as Leedy and Ormrod (2001) note, a qualitative
research design permits the researcher to evaluate the effectiveness of particular practices,
which applies directly to this study, as Virtual University is used as a tool in the learning
process.
Relationship between Survey and Interview Questions and Research
Questions, Conceptual Framework, and Literature
The users of Virtual University considered various factors when deciding whether
they perceive the medium to be an effective learning tool. Therefore, the survey instrument
and interview questions were designed to explore the root of those factors. When taken as a
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whole, the evaluation of these factors comprises a model that can classify users’ perception
of Virtual University as either “effective” or “ineffective.”
Following is an explanation of the survey instrument and interview questions
specifically and how those relate to the research questions and conceptual framework of the
study:
Survey Question 1: Over the past year, have you completed any optional courses in
Virtual University (besides those that are required by the agency)? If the response is in the
affirmative, the second part of the question asks: If you answered “yes” to Question 1a,
approximately how many optional courses have you taken? This survey question relates to
Research Question 1, the effectiveness of Virtual University, in that it addresses whether
users turn to Virtual University as a source of knowledge, rather than solely as a means to
accomplish required training courses. Virtual University offers a wide variety of courses on
various topics. As such, users that perceive Virtual University as a resource for education
and learning will proactively utilize the platform. As it relates to the conceptual foundation
for this study, this question addresses the theory that adults are self-directed and will take
actions independently.
Survey Question 2: Virtual University is readily accessible from my computer
workstation and the user interface of Virtual University is easy to navigate. This survey
question relates to Research Question 1, the effectiveness of Virtual University, and Research
Question 2, the factors that users consider important in the delivery of learning at Homeland
Security Investigations. Users of technology will be less inclined to utilize a resource that
they determine does not have enough payback in terms of effort versus reward. In other
words, if the Virtual University program is impossible to navigate, the users may simply
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choose another way to obtain the information they seek. As it relates to the conceptual
foundation for this study, this question addresses the theory that adults are practical and will
seek learning that is beneficial to them.
Survey Question 3: Courses of interest to me are offered in Virtual University. This
survey question applies to all three research questions: the effectiveness of Virtual
University; the factors that users consider important in the delivery of education and training,
and how improvements can be made to training within DHS. Users of the system, especially
those who have recognized its benefits, will look to participate in additional courses that are
in the system. Of course, it is imperative that the content of those courses is relevant and
addresses the needs and interests of users, which aligns with the theory of adult learning.
Survey Question 4: In general, the format of the courses using video
clips/slides/animation segments/narration is helpful in learning the material presented in the
course. The variations of this survey question also apply to all three research questions: the
effectiveness of Virtual University, the factors that users consider important in the delivery of
education and training, and how improvements can be made to training within DHS using
contemporary technology. Virtual learning provides the ability to utilize various delivery
methods in transferring content from teacher to student. Since individual learners may each
learn differently, a variety of delivery techniques allows for a greater potential to match the
most effective method to reach each student. As technology improves, it will be possible to
deliver virtual learning in ways that have not yet been considered, such as high definition, on
demand video, and multi-media presentations. With respect to the conceptual framework of
adult learning, the delivery of virtual learning programs (or any educational program, for that
matter) must be organized and relevant, key aspects in the theory of adult learning.
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Survey Question 5: There is adequate notification from the agency so I know what
courses are available and when they must be completed. This survey question relates to
Research Question 1, the perceived effectiveness of Virtual University. Adequate
communication between Virtual University and its users is a critical factor in assuring
compliance and efficiency of the system. Especially with regard to mandatory training
requirements, it is imperative that users are made aware of the courses that they must
complete. In addition, allowing sufficient time for a user to complete a course at his or her
own pace and convenience is a hallmark of any virtual learning environment. Because adults
are autonomous and self-directed, they will work to complete tasks in a way that best suits
them.
Survey Question 6: I would prefer to take courses online versus in the traditional
(face-to-face) setting, and why or why not? Research Question 1, the perceived effectiveness
of Virtual University, addresses this survey question. Learners who have adapted to modern
technology will leverage the benefits of online learning. Those who do not have the
confidence or experience with technology may be reluctant to engage these new learning
methods, and will prefer traditional learning models. As to the conceptual framework of
adult learning, if an education method is practical, it will be embraced and used as a means to
an end. As such, adults who are motivated to learn may find the virtual environment the
ideal setting to reach a learning goal.
Survey Question 7: Where applicable, the exams given after the course accurately
test my knowledge of the course content. This survey question also relates to Research
Question 1, which addresses the perceived effectiveness of Virtual University. Exams given
after the delivery of learning is one measure of whether the student has synthesized the
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information presented to them (this practice applies to both the virtual environment and
traditional learning models). In the VU asynchronous virtual learning platform, since there is
no direct feedback from—or dialogue with—an instructor, the student must have some
means of determining whether they have grasped the concepts of the lesson. In this venue,
an exam that accurately and relevantly reflects the course content is a viable manner by
which to gauge whether the student has actually learned. Furthermore, adult learners can use
their own experiences and knowledge to judge whether the exams they take following Virtual
University courses are reflective of what was presented during the course.
Survey Question 8: Taking training courses at my own convenience is important to
me. This survey question addresses Research Questions 1 and 2, users’ perceptions of the
effectiveness of Virtual University and the factors that users consider important in the
delivery of learning at Homeland Security Investigations. The convenience of online
learning has been hailed as one of the biggest benefits of the model. Except for the actual
completion deadline, generally neither teachers nor students are bound by a specific
schedule. As it relates to the conceptual foundation for this study, this question addresses the
theory that adults are practical, will seek learning that is beneficial to them, and will work to
complete tasks in a way that best suits them.
Survey Question 9: For courses that are mandated, there is enough time between
when the course is posted and its deadline for completion. This survey question addresses
Research Question 1, the users’ perceptions as to the effectiveness of Virtual University. To
be successful in using the system, users must feel that they have adequate time to complete
the course before its deadline. If users believe that they are rushed or cannot complete
required courses in the time they are allotted, they will view the system as restrictive or
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ineffective. As self-directed adults, learners will make their own decisions as to when to
complete required courses. This option offers tremendous flexibility to adult learners.
Survey Question 10: I would prefer the option to “test out” of a given course, rather
than sit through the entire course presentation. This survey question addresses Research
Questions 1 and 2, users’ perceptions of the effectiveness of Virtual University and the
factors that users consider important in the delivery of learning at Homeland Security
Investigations. If users perceive that they either have the requisite knowledge to successfully
complete the exam following a course or if they believe that their time would be better spent
not taking an entire Virtual University course, they will seek to save time by simply taking
the exam and not sit through the entire course presentation. Adult learners will focus on
aspects of learning they find valuable to them. Therefore, if a user believes he or she can
save time or effort, the user will satisfy the course requirement by taking the final exam
without bothering to actually sit through the entire course.
Survey Question 11: I feel that I learn and retain the information contained in the
courses. The second portion of this question asks: Have you ever used Virtual University as
a resource to find an answer to a question or issue that you were facing? This survey
question relates to Research Question 1, the perceived effectiveness of Virtual University,
and Research Question 3, how training can be improved within DHS using contemporary
technology. This survey question asks respondents to self-assess the level of knowledge they
retain after taking a Virtual University course. Obviously, learning that is fleeting could not
be considered effective. Therefore, if learning in the virtual environment results in
knowledge retention, it is a useful tool for learners. Furthermore, the question asked under
this survey question assesses whether users of Virtual University utilize the system as a
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resource for knowledge. As to the conceptual framework of adult learning, if users
determine the virtual environment is not effective or practical, they will not view the system
as a viable option for learning.
Survey Question 12: What components, if any, of Virtual University do you think
contribute positively to learning? This survey question applies to all three research
questions: the effectiveness of Virtual University, the factors that users consider important in
the delivery of education and training, and how improvements can be made to training within
DHS using contemporary technology. This survey question is essential to explore the
specific attributes that users identify as positive learning factors in VU. As to the conceptual
framework of the study, adult learners will find a relevancy for what they are learning and
will recognize value in the practicality of the learning activities in which they are engaged.
Survey Question 13: What things about Virtual University, if any, would you change,
remove, or improve for a better learning experience? This survey question also applies to all
three research questions: the effectiveness of Virtual University, the factors that users
consider important in the delivery of education and training, and how improvements can be
made to training within DHS using contemporary technology. This question allows
respondents to offer direct suggestions and recommendations as to how to improve the
Virtual University platform. Adult learners will take charge of their learning and use
opportunities to direct activities in order to reach their learning goals.
The following table summarizes the relationship of each survey question with its
relevant research question:
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Table 1
Survey Instrument as Related to Research Questions
Rating (see below)

Survey Questions

1a.

1b.
2a.
2b.
3.
4a.

4b.

4c.

4d.

5.
6a.
6b.
7.
8.
9.

Over the past year, have you completed any
optional courses in Virtual University
Y / N
(besides those that are required by the
agency)?
If you answered “yes” to Question 1a,
approximately how many optional courses
1
2
3
have you taken? *
Virtual University is readily accessible from
1
2
3
my computer workstation.
The user interface of Virtual University is
1
2
3
easy to navigate.
Courses of interest to me are offered in
1
2
3
Virtual University.
In general, the format of the courses using
video clips is helpful in learning the material 1
2
3
presented in the course.
In general, the format of the courses using
slides is helpful in learning the material
1
2
3
presented in the course.
In general, the format of the courses using
animation segments is helpful in learning
1
2
3
the material presented in the course.
In general, the format of the courses using
narration is helpful in learning the material
1
2
3
presented in the course.
There is adequate notification from the
agency so I know what courses are available 1
2
3
and when they must be completed.
I would prefer to take courses online versus
1
2
3
in the traditional (face-to-face) setting.
Based on your response to question 6a, please explain why or why
not. #
Where applicable, the exams given after the
course accurately test my knowledge of the
1
2
3
course content.
Taking training courses at my own
1
2
3
convenience is important to me.
For courses that are mandated, there is
enough time between when the course is
1
2
3
posted and its deadline for completion.
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Relevant
Research
Question(s)
1

4

1

4

1, 2

4

1, 2

4

1, 2, 3

4

1, 2, 3

4

1, 2, 3

4

1, 2, 3

4

1, 2, 3

4

1

4

1
1

4

1

4

1, 2

4

1

10.
11a.
11b.
12.
13.

I would prefer the option to “test out” of a
given course, rather than sit through the
1
2
3
entire course presentation.
I feel that I learn and retain the information
1
2
3
contained in the courses.
Have you ever used Virtual University as a
resource to find an answer to a question or
1
2
3
issue that you were facing? %
What components, if any, of Virtual University do you think
contribute positively to learning? #
What things about Virtual University, if any, would you change,
remove, or improve for a better learning experience? #

4

1, 2

4

1, 3
1, 3
1, 2, 3
1, 2, 3

The ratings for the table above describe the possible responses to the survey questions as
follows:
1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Agree; 4 = Strongly Agree
* 1 = 1 to 2 courses (hardly any); 2 = 3 to 5 courses (few); 3 = 6 to 8 courses (some); 4 = 9 or
more courses (frequent)
# Open-Ended Response
% 1 = Never; 2 = Sometimes / Occasionally; 3 = Often / Frequently

The interview questions emerged from the results of the survey:
Interview Question 1: What factor(s) do you like and/or dislike about virtual
learning? This interview question allowed respondents to cite specific attributes of virtual
learning that they find attractive or unappealing. Responses to this question are expected to
reveal the aspects of virtual learning that make it a viable alternative to the traditional
learning model, and also to highlight respondents’ perceptions of the shortcomings of virtual
learning. This interview question relates to Research Question 2: What factors do users
consider important in the delivery of education and training at Homeland Security
Investigations? and Research Question 3: How can training be improved within DHS using
contemporary technology? as responses clarified users’ likes and dislikes of virtual learning.
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These responses are essential to understanding how users relate to virtual learning and how
the virtual environment used within DHS promotes learning.
Interview Question 2: Do you use Virtual University to take courses other than those
that are required by your agency? This interview question provided insight into whether the
users of Virtual University avail themselves of the library of training courses that it offers. It
was hoped that responses to this question would help determine whether Virtual University is
being used to its full potential and the reasons if and why users only take the minimum
number of courses required. This interview question pertains to all three research questions:
How do users perceive the effectiveness of Virtual University? What factors do users
consider important in the delivery of education and training at Homeland Security
Investigations? and How can training be improved within DHS using contemporary
technology? Users that recognize the value of Virtual University will seek to take advantage
of the offerings in terms of the variety of training courses that are offered. Similarly, users
who are comfortable in the virtual learning environment will use modern technology to their
advantage when engaged in their education endeavors.
Interview Question 3: How do you feel the training offered by Virtual University
compares to traditional (classroom) training courses you have taken? This interview
question allowed respondents to compare and contrast the training they receive through
Virtual University with other training obtained through traditional means. Responses to this
question provided information on the factors that differentiate virtual learning from the
traditional educational model and how students perceived those factors as they relate to
virtual learning versus traditional classroom education models. This interview question also
pertains to all three research questions: How do users perceive the effectiveness of Virtual
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University? What factors do users consider important in the delivery of education and
training at Homeland Security Investigations? and How can training be improved within
DHS using contemporary technology? Responses to this interview question shed light on
how users compare their experiences in the virtual environment to traditional classroom
training. As such, users’ preferences for virtual learning were described and can be utilized
when considering improvements to Virtual University.
Interview Question 4: What changes, if any, would you make to Virtual University?
This interview question allowed users to offer ideas and suggestions for the improvement of
Virtual University. Because users of the system offer a unique perspective into the needs and
wants of learners, they can provide suggestions that can be used to make the system better.
Through these ideas, administrators of Virtual University can address identified deficiencies
of the system and leverage the attributes that users find favorable. This interview question
also pertains to all three research questions: How do users perceive the effectiveness of
Virtual University? What factors do users consider important in the delivery of education
and training at Homeland Security Investigations? and How can training be improved within
DHS using contemporary technology? This interview question permitted users to engage
directly in the improvement of Virtual University.
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The following table summarizes the relationship of each interview question with its
relevant research question:
Table 2
Interview Questions as Related to Research Questions
Interview Question
1.
2.
3.
4.

What factor(s) do you like and/or dislike about virtual learning?
Do you use Virtual University to take courses other than those that are
required by your agency?
How do you feel the training offered by Virtual University compares to
traditional (classroom) training courses you have taken?
What changes, if any, would you make to Virtual University?

Relevant
Research
Question(s)
2, 3
1, 2, 3
1, 2, 3
1, 2, 3

Population/Sample
The population for this study consisted of all criminal investigators within the United
States Department of Homeland Security, Homeland Security Investigations. The population
was comprised of approximately 6,700 agents throughout the entire United States, U.S.
territories, and stationed at various posts throughout the world.
Because of the geographical dispersion of these agents across the globe, it was
determined that a true random sample would be difficult to obtain. Due to the difficulty in
obtaining a random sample, a convenience sample was used. For this, the quantitative
portion of this study, the cross-sectional sample consisted of 177 criminal investigators
assigned to the Chicago, Illinois, office of Homeland Security Investigations. The crosssectional design was appropriate for this study, as it captured a current representation of the
sample (Fink, 2003). The only selection criterion for the sample was that participants were
all members of the criminal investigator (GS-1811) job series. Based on the requirements for
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this position, members of the sample consisted of both males and females between the ages
of 21 and 57. Additional biographical information was not collected.
The Chicago office was selected because the size and number of personnel in that
office provided an adequate sample size, and the researcher did not personally know
personnel in that office, which resulted in a more unbiased sample. The sample size ensured
that enough participants would be available and that the sample size was adequate to select
participants for inclusion in the study.
A solicitation to participate in the survey portion of this study was sent via e-mail to
members of the sample group. This process is further described below in the
“Consent/Institutional Review Board (IRB)” section of this chapter.
For the qualitative portion of this study, a second convenience sample consisting of
eight users of Virtual University from the Newark, New Jersey, office of Homeland Security
Investigations was selected. These participants were selected by choosing eight names from
the office directory listing. All eight individuals who were asked agreed to participate in the
interviews. The Newark office consists of 146 Special Agents, which provided an adequate
population from which to derive a sample. Because only Special Agents were selected for
inclusion in the interview portion of the study, the characteristics of the Newark and Chicago
samples were similar. For those participants selected to participate in the interview portion
of the study, a written consent form was provided to the participant.
It was determined that using interview participants who were not part of the original
quantitative sample would provide a richer perspective to the study.
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Instrumentation
Quantitative Instrument (Survey)
The survey instrument used consisted of 20 individual questions that elicited users’
views on aspects connected to their use of Virtual University. It was estimated that no more
than fifteen minutes were needed to complete the survey. The survey questions consisted of
a yes/no question, a Likert scale response (from 1 to 4, ranging from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree”), and an open-ended question designed to elicit a specific response. Sample
survey questions included the following: “The user interface of Virtual University is easy to
navigate,” “I would prefer to take courses in the traditional (face-to-face) setting,” and
“What components, if any, of Virtual University do you think contribute positively to
learning?” The survey instrument was developed based on factors that research indicates are
important in the development and delivery of learning through the virtual learning
environment and specifically through the use of Virtual University as the medium to deliver
that learning.
Reliability and Validity of the Quantitative Instrument
The researcher ensured that the data were both reliable and valid. Reliability is the
degree to which the measurement instrument delivers consistent results when the
characteristic(s) being measured have not changed. Validity is the degree to which the
measurement instrument measures what it is supposed to measure (Leedy & Ormrod, 2001).
In order to ensure reliability and validity of the survey instrument, the survey was evaluated
to “simulate the use of the survey instrument in its intended setting” (Fink, 2003, p. 108).
For evaluation, the survey instrument was administered to a jury of experts consisting of
three users of Virtual University who were not part of the quantitative sample. The survey
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was re-evaluated by a second group of two users of Virtual University, also not part of the
quantitative sample, to validate the instrument after modifications were made based on the
comments made by the first group of reviewers.
The survey instrument is included in its entirety as Appendix E.
Qualitative Instrument (Interviews)
A qualitative study was conducted using eight participants separate and apart from the
quantitative research design. The interviews followed the administration of the survey
instrument, used a distinct sample, and consisted of detailed, face-to-face, structured
interviews that asked open-ended questions to the interviewees. The interview questions
were used to elicit responses regarding users’ perceptions of Virtual University and were
analyzed to determine factors that will explain its level of effectiveness.
The questions that were asked in the interviews are as follows:
1. What factor(s) do you like and/or dislike about virtual learning?
2. Do you use Virtual University to take courses other than those that are required by
your agency?
3. How do you feel the training offered by Virtual University compares to traditional
(classroom) training courses you have taken?
4. What changes, if any, would you make to Virtual University?
Reliability and Validity of the Qualitative Instrument
In order to ensure reliability and validity of the interview questions, they were
reviewed by a jury of experts who are users of Virtual University and were not part of the
interview sample. Prior to analysis, verbatim transcripts of the interviews were sent back to
the participants to verify their accuracy.
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Data Collection
Quantitative
The survey was distributed using e-mail addresses listed in the agency’s electronic
personnel directory. A letter of solicitation was sent by e-mail to all Special Agents currently
assigned to the Chicago, Illinois, office of Homeland Security Investigations. The
solicitation letter included a link to the survey instrument, which was posted on the website
eSurv.org. From the link, respondents were connected directly to the survey, where they
were able to answer the survey questions and submit their completed responses. A reminder
e-mail message was sent to the prospective participants approximately one week following
the initial solicitation. The collection of data responses was terminated approximately ten
business days from the initial distribution of the survey. The results of the completed surveys
were collected and tabulated by the eSurv.org website and used in both electronic and paper
format for analysis. A total of 81 (or 46%) of responses were received of the 177 survey
invitations sent. Finally, the overall responses to the survey, especially the open-ended
responses, were reviewed and used, in part, to formulate the final interview questions asked
in the qualitative portion of the study.
Qualitative
Interviews were conducted in person at the Newark, New Jersey, office of Homeland
Security Investigations. All interviews were recorded using an Olympus VN-960PC digital
voice recorder. Prior to analysis, verbatim written transcripts of each interview were
prepared and checked against the audio recordings by the researcher before being returned to
the participants to verify their accuracy.
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In order to protect the confidentiality of the data, all documentary records were stored
in a locked cabinet at the researcher’s office. Any electronic data collected in connection
with this research that were processed by computer were stored on a USB memory device
that was kept in a locked, secure physical site. Only the researcher involved with this study
had access to this information. Finally, the data records were to be kept no more than five
years after the completion of the study and destroyed thereafter. In addition, no data were
collected until after approval was received from the IRB or other agencies as required.
Finally, all study responses remained anonymous.
Analysis of Data
In an attempt to answer the research questions, analysis was performed on the data
gleaned from the samples.
Quantitative
To better understand the sample, descriptive statistics were calculated. This included
the mean, median, mode, percentage, and standard deviation for each quantifiable question
on the survey instrument. These values were used to determine any simple patterns or trends
in the data, as well as outlying values. In addition, the frequency distribution for each survey
question was calculated. A frequency distribution allows a simple analysis of the survey data
(Nolan & Heinzen, 2012) and helps with identifying the important components of Virtual
University as identified by the respondents.
For the final results of the survey responses, the distribution of responses for each
survey question was computed by eSurv.org for both number of responses and percentages
for each response. Statistical calculation of the quantitative data was conducted using
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Microsoft Excel®, Version 14.0.7. Analysis was performed by the researcher using the
outputs generated by Excel.
Qualitative
Verbatim transcripts of the interviews were sent back to the participants to verify
their accuracy. The researcher then reviewed the transcripts, and interview responses were
analyzed for common trends and themes. A coding system was developed by analyzing the
written transcripts for “regularities and patterns” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 173). Key
words and phrases were used to categorize the interview responses. These codes and
categories were formed based on the individual properties and themes that emerged during
the analysis of the interview results (Creswell, 2003). Based on this analysis, salient points
for each interview question were summarized and are reported in Chapter 4. Also, verbatim
transcripts are included in Appendix G.
Consent/Institutional Review Board (IRB)
Agency Consent
Written permission was received from the United States Department of Homeland
Security, Homeland Security Investigations, to conduct and include agency personnel in the
study. The letter granting authorization to perform the research is included as Appendix A.
Participant Consent
For purposes of the survey instrument, a letter of solicitation was distributed
electronically (via e-mail) to prospective participants identified in the sample. The
solicitation e-mail contained a link to the survey instrument, wherein respondents could
complete and submit their responses to the survey. In accordance with Seton Hall
University’s IRB requirements, among other information, the solicitation letter explained the
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nature of the study, the researcher’s affiliation with Seton Hall University, and the provisions
for maintaining the anonymity of the data collected. The solicitation letter e-mail, in its
entirety, is included herein as Appendix C.
In addition, for those individuals selected to participate in interviews, a written
consent form was presented to the prospective interviewees prior to their participation in that
portion of the study. A standard informed consent form that was approved by the Seton Hall
University IRB was used, which explained the purpose of the study and data collection
method, voluntary nature of their participation, an explanation of the confidentiality of the
data, and a provision that the study participants could elect to leave the study at any time
without penalty. The request for consent was delivered in language that was understandable
to participants. In order to maintain anonymity, if the respondent elected not to sign the
consent form, in lieu of the respondent’s signature, the form contained a statement that read
"Consent to participate is indicated by returning the enclosed consent form to the
researcher." A copy of the informed consent form is included in Appendix D.
Institutional Review Board Approval
Prior to conducting this research, appropriate consent(s) were obtained from the Seton
Hall University IRB. No data were collected until after approval was received from the IRB.
The IRB approval, dated December 10, 2014, is attached as Appendix B. Finally, as reported
to the IRB, all study responses remained anonymous and were not made available to outside
parties.
Chapter Summary
This chapter presents the methodology used to conduct the study into users’
perceptions as to the effectiveness of Virtual University as a training and learning tool. To
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allow for a comprehensive analysis of Virtual University, the study used a mixed-methods
approach in which a quantitative survey instrument and qualitative participant interviews
were used to help answer the research questions. The questions that were used in the survey
portion of this study were designed to explore users’ various experiences with online learning
and Virtual University. Based on the results of the survey, interview questions were
developed that further explored users’ perceptions of Virtual University and how their
experiences could be used to address the research questions and ultimately provide
recommendations for positive changes and improvements to the system.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS OF THE STUDY
Introduction
This chapter presents the results of the mixed methods study, including the results of
the survey instrument and interview findings. The analysis of the data gleaned from both the
survey and interview questions are presented and discussed. The findings are analyzed in
context with the research questions of the study:
1. How do users perceive the effectiveness of Virtual University?
2. What factors do users consider important in the delivery of education and training
at Homeland Security Investigations?
3. How can training be improved within his, using contemporary technology?
Answering the Research Questions
Research Question 1: How do users perceive the effectiveness of Virtual University?
Overall, this study showed that users demonstrated an acceptance of Virtual
University as a learning tool. The degree of effectiveness of Virtual University varied
greatly depending on individual responses; however, a large portion of respondents answered
favorably to the practicality of VU as a learning resource, especially when it came to the
convenience of learning in the virtual environment. Both the survey instrument and
interview responses revealed that users of the system felt that convenience in using Virtual
University as a training resource was a major attribute. Closely related to the convenience of
using Virtual University was its time efficiency when compared to the traditional classroom
model. Users felt that the ability to complete training courses based on their own schedule
and availability contributed heavily to its acceptance as a viable learning method.
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Not all responses to Virtual University’s effectiveness were positive however. Many
respondents cited their preference for face-to-face, traditional classes. One of the primary
criticisms that led to the perception of the ineffectiveness of Virtual University was the
inability for users to interact with an instructor, ask questions, or receive clarification on
certain questions. Those respondents who stated they actually learn better and felt more
comfortable in a traditional learning environment further criticized this factor. Responses
further indicated a variety of areas that are open for improvement before Virtual University
could be considered a learning panacea.
Research Question 2: What factors do users consider important in the delivery of
education and training at Homeland Security Investigations?
This study revealed that users of Virtual University consider the convenience and
flexibility afforded by the system to be a major factor in its acceptance. Cited
overwhelmingly by respondents to both the survey and interviews was the convenience that
Virtual University afforded to users. Notwithstanding some respondents who felt they learn
better in a classroom, respondents considered the ease of completing training according to
their own schedule, and at their own pace, a huge advantage.
Several respondents to the survey indicated that Virtual University does not offer
many courses of interest to them, a factor that could explain the resistance to VU as a
learning tool. In addition, a number of respondents questioned the agency’s motives for
using Virtual University. Especially with respect to policy training, many users expressed
the view that the platform is used only to deflect liability from the agency to the user by
using the training as a measure to merely say that users have been given training, and
therefore are responsible if they do not follow policy.
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Research Question 3: How can training be improved within HSI using contemporary
technology?
A broad analysis of virtual learning must acknowledge that the traditional and virtual
learning environments will always be distinct. However, these models need not be mutually
exclusive. One key to developing effective and successful learning systems is to understand
the faults and benefits of each model, and to use each appropriately and where they best fit.
Of course, even with contemporary technology, virtual learning will not put a teacher in front
of a classroom. Though some paradigms, such as webinars and synchronous learning
sessions, mimic traditional learning interactions, they simply are not the same. This is not
necessarily a bad thing, however. As long as the learning systems are used in perspective
and their respective attributes leveraged, both systems have an effective place in education.
With respect to this research question, the study revealed that Virtual University has a place
in delivering training and education to a large population of users across the globe. If the end
goal of DHS and ICE (and therefore HSI) is to require the delivery of training to thousands
of employees in a cost-effective, efficient manner, there is no other alternative but to utilize a
virtual environment. Certainly improvements can be made to individual courses; and as
technology further improves, delivery of these courses should as well.
As was cited several times throughout this document, modern technology is
constantly improving. As such, DHS and HSI must leverage this trend within Virtual
University, for these improvements increase the capabilities of the system. This study found
several areas in which modern technology can be used as a means to improve training within
HSI. Because of the mandatory nature of certain training, several participants in the study
expressed the need for automated reminders that would notify them when a required course
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was due. Due to the ubiquity of e-mail, this could be a simple fix. Furthermore, the
technology certainly exists to expand Virtual University into more than just a delivery
platform but rather to use the system as a compendium of information, wherein users can
search and access the valuable information contained in it as a reference resource to aid in the
performance of their duties. Finally, an innovative suggestion was that the Virtual University
platform be offered as a mobile application that can be accessed from a user’s smartphone.
Results of the Survey Instrument
The survey instrument used was designed to evaluate different characteristics of
online learning generally, of Virtual University in particular, and how those factors relate to
the respondents’ use of technology and learning. Overall, as depicted by the frequency
distribution figures below, responses fell within expected statistical distributions.
Survey Question 1: Over the past year, have you completed any optional courses in
Virtual University (besides those that are required by the agency)? If the response is in the
affirmative, the second part of the question asks: If you answered “yes” to Question 1a,
approximately how many optional courses have you taken? These questions were designed
to determine whether users of Virtual University use the system as a resource for learning on
their own, apart from the mandatory training uses promulgated by the agency.
Table 3
Results for Survey Question 1a - Optional Courses Taken in Past Year
Answer:
Percent
Number

Yes
16.05%
13

No
83.95%
68

78

Total
100%
81

Frequency Distribution: Question 1a
80
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Figure 1. Frequency distribution: Question 1a.
Of the 81 respondents to Survey Question 1a, only 16.05% of respondents actually
took classes apart from what they were required to complete. Conversely, this means that
83.95% of respondents took only those courses that they were mandated to complete.
Certain explanations for this result are further explored in the qualitative portion of this
study.
Table 4
Results for Survey Question 1b - Number of Optional Courses Taken in Past Year
Answer:
Percent
Number

1 to 2 courses
(hardly any)
64.29%
9

3 to 5 courses
(few)
14.29%
2

6 to 8 courses
(some)
7.14%
1
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9 or more courses
(frequent)
14.29%
2

Total
100%
14

Number of Responses

Frequency Distribution: Question 1b
10
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1 to 2 courses 3 to 5 courses 6 to 8 courses

9 or more
courses

Figure 2. Frequency distribution: Question 1b.

Based on the respondents’ answers to Question 1a, they were asked to specify how
many optional courses they took over the past year. Of the 14 respondents that took optional
courses, the majority, or 64.29%, took hardly any (1 to 2). Further, 14.29% of respondents
that took optional courses took few (3 to 5) or frequent (9 or more), and only 7.14% stated
they took some (6 to 8).
The results of Survey Question 1 revealed that a large majority of respondents do not
use Virtual University as a resource to take training courses other than those that they are
required to complete. This result indicates that the platform is largely underutilized as a
learning resource, since the system contains a large variety of courses on various topics that
are available to users. Although the survey instrument did not solicit specific reasons users
do not take optional courses, respondents to the interviews clarified this point. Based on the
results of the second part of this survey question, most of the users that have done more than
the minimum in VU have taken hardly any optional courses.
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Survey Question 2: Virtual University is readily accessible from my computer
workstation and the user interface of Virtual University is easy to navigate. This survey
question assesses whether users of Virtual University believe they have ready and easy
access to the system and can effectively utilize the system once logged in.
Table 5
Results for Survey Question 2a - VU Is Readily Accessible from Computer
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
6.17%
5

Disagree
2.47%
2

Agree
40.74%
33

Strongly Agree
50.62%
41

Total
100%
81

An overwhelming majority of the 81 respondents agree (40.74%) or strongly agree
(50.62%) that Virtual University is easily accessible from their computer. Only 2.47% and
6.17% of respondents disagree or strongly disagree, respectively, that VU is not readily
accessible. This indicates that users know where to access the program. This feature of the
system is important because users of Virtual University have varying computer skills, and
must have easy access to the program when needed.
Table 6
Results for Survey Question 2b - VU Is Easy To Navigate
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
2.47%
2

Disagree
12.35%
10

Agree
64.20%
52

Strongly Agree
20.99%
17

Total
100%
81

Of the 81 respondents to Survey Question 2b, the majority either agrees (64.20%) or
strongly agrees (20.99%) that the system is easy to navigate. Only 12.35% disagree, and
merely 2.47% strongly disagree that the system is easy to navigate. This finding indicates
that users are comfortable in working within the system. This feature is important in that
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users should maximize the utility of the platform by accessing the content and should not
have to waste excessive time or effort in learning to navigate the program.
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Figure 3. Frequency distribution: Question 2.

Based on the results for Survey Question 2, the vast majority of respondents at least
agreed that Virtual University could be accessed and easily navigated. These results are
important, since any tool that cannot be used handily is utterly useless. Users of Virtual
University need to have ready and simple access for the medium to be effective, and the
results of this survey question indicate that, at least with respect to accessibility and use, the
system meets that end.
Survey Question 3: Courses of interest to me are offered in Virtual University.
Similar to Survey Question 1, this survey question offered insight into whether users of the
system seek to use Virtual University as a learning resource because if users find the content
of courses inside VU appealing, they are more likely to use it as a learning tool.
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Table 7
Results for Survey Question 3 - Courses of Interest Are Offered in VU
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
20.25%
16

Disagree
45.57%
36

Agree
32.91%
26

Strongly Agree
1.27%
1

Total
100%
79
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Figure 4. Frequency distribution: Question 3.

Of the 79 responses to this survey question, 45.57% disagreed and 20.25% of
respondents strongly disagreed that Virtual University offers courses of interest to them. Of
those who felt courses of interest were offered in Virtual University, 32.91% rated this factor
as “agree,” while only 1.27% rated it as “strongly agree.” This survey question presented a
majority of respondents who disagreed that Virtual University offers course programs of
interest to them. Underlying the idea that users will maximize the utility of Virtual
University as a learning resource, the system curriculum must appeal to a wide audience of
users. The results of this survey question align with the results of Survey Question 1 in that
the majority of users do not use the system except for taking those courses that are required.
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Further investigation can reveal whether the lack of interest in course subject matter is a
factor in why users do not take supplemental or optional training courses in VU.
Survey Question 4: In general, the format of the courses using video
clips/slides/animation segments/narration is helpful in learning the material presented in the
course. The variations of this survey question were designed to determine whether users had
a preference as to the most effective delivery of course material through the medium. As
different people learn differently, the system should provide a platform that offers content in
a way that users can absorb most successfully. Because, by definition, some forms of virtual
learning lack the real-time interaction with an instructor, the medium itself has to maximize
the transference of knowledge to the student.
Table 8
Results for Survey Question 4a - Video Clips Presented in Courses Are Helpful
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
7.41%
6

Disagree
32.10%
26

Agree
56.79%
46

Strongly Agree
3.70%
3

Total
100%
81

Of the 81 respondents to this survey question, results were approximately split, with
slightly more than half of respondents indicating that video clips presented in the courses
were helpful in learning. Specifically, 7.41% of respondents strongly disagreed, 32.10%
disagreed, 56.79% agreed, and only 3.70% strongly agreed that the video clips used in the
training courses were helpful to them.
Table 9
Results for Survey Question 4b - Slides Presented in Courses Are Helpful
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
2.50%
2

Disagree
15.00%
12

Agree
76.25%
61
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Strongly Agree
6.25%
5

Total
100%
80

Of the 80 respondents to this survey question, the large majority of respondents
replied that they agree with the helpfulness of the slide presentations used in Virtual
University courses. The majority of respondents to this question, or 76.25%, agreed that
slide presentations in the courses are helpful to learning. Of the balance, 2.50% strongly
disagreed, 15% agreed, and 6.25% strongly agreed.
Table 10
Results for Survey Question 4c - Animation Segments Presented in Courses Are Helpful
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
9.88%
8

Disagree
38.27%
31

Agree
46.91%
38

Strongly Agree
4.94%
4

Total
100%
81

Certain of the courses offered in Virtual University use animation or computer
graphics as a presentation method. Based on the 81 responses to this survey question,
respondents were almost equally divided on whether they believed this format was helpful.
More specifically, 9.88% and 38.27% either strongly disagreed or disagreed, respectively.
On the other hand, 46.91% agreed, and 4.94% strongly agreed, that animation segments were
helpful.
Table 11
Results for Survey Question 4d - Narration Presented in Courses Is Helpful
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
9.88%
8

Disagree
38.27%
31

Agree
50.62%
41

Strongly Agree
1.23%
1

Total
100%
81

For the 81 respondents to Survey Question 4d, results were also approximately even
between those who disagreed (38.27%) or strongly disagreed (9.88%) and agreed (50.62%)
or strongly agreed (1.23%) that narration was a helpful component in the VU courses.
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Figure 5. Frequency distribution: Question 4.

The overall results from Survey Question 4 indicated that almost half of respondents
found that the various presentation techniques used in the courses were helpful. The majority
of respondents replied that the slide presentations within courses were the most helpful. For
Survey Question 4, most responses fell within the mid-range of the Likert scale. When
comparing the various formats of course presentations in VU (as measured by the sub-parts
of Survey Question 4), respondents strongly preferred the slide presentations to the other
formats.
Survey Question 5: There is adequate notification from the agency so I know what
courses are available and when they must be completed. A huge advantage of virtual
learning is that students can learn at a time and place that best suits them. Because success in
the virtual environment is contingent in part on the discipline of the student to engage in the
learning process, students must have adequate time to schedule and complete these courses at
their own pace. Therefore, with respect to mandatory training requirements, the agency must
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allow a reasonable and sufficient time to complete these courses. In turn, users need to
ensure they understand and work to meet training deadlines.
Table 12
Results for Survey Question 5 - Adequate Notification To Complete Course
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
12.50%
10

Disagree
28.75%
23

Agree
43.75%
35

Strongly Agree
15.00%
12

Total
100%
80

Of the 80 responses to Survey Question 5, 12.5% of respondents strongly disagreed
and 28.75% disagreed that there was enough time for them to complete a course after they
were notified about it. Conversely, 43.75% of respondents agreed and 15% strongly agreed
that they had adequate notification to complete courses.
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Figure 6. Frequency distribution: Question 5.

Survey Question 5 revealed that slightly more than half of respondents generally
agreed that there was adequate notification that training courses were due and accordingly
had adequate time to complete them.
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Survey Question 6: I would prefer to take courses online versus in the traditional
(face-to-face) setting, and why or why not? At its core, this survey question was used to
determine whether there were still users of Virtual University that preferred the traditional
education model for learning. This evaluation was important because these users were not
offered learning choices with respect to any mandatory use of Virtual University in meeting
the training goals of the agency.
Table 13
Results for Survey Question 6a - Preference of Online Courses versus Traditional Setting
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
9.88%
8

Disagree
18.52%
15

Agree
49.38%
40

Strongly Agree
22.22%
18

Total
100%
81

A large majority of the 81 respondents to Survey Question 6a indicated a preference
for online courses over traditional classroom training. Specifically, 49.38% and 22.22% of
respondents agreed and strongly agreed, respectively, that they prefer online training. Of
those respondents who indicated a preference for traditional training courses, 9.88% revealed
a strong preference for traditional classes, and 18.52% disagreed that they preferred online
training to traditional classroom training.
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Respondents to Survey Question 6a stated by majority that they prefer online training
courses to traditional, face-to-face classes. Based on the follow up question discussed below,
the most common reason was the overall convenience that the online courses provide.
In response to Survey Question 6b, respondents indicated various preferences to
completing training courses online. An overwhelming number of respondents stated they
prefer the efficiency, flexibility, and convenience factors that the online training environment
provides. The ability to work at one’s own pace, according to one’s own individual schedule,
and even at home, were recurrent themes offered by respondents to this survey question. In
addition, several respondents noted that the volume of agency-required training would be
impractical without using a virtual-based education system.
For those individuals who indicated a preference for the traditional learning model,
they cited the benefits of having an instructor with whom to interact during class as well as
the ability to ask questions and receive feedback from an instructor who is knowledgeable in
the subject being taught.
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Finally, some respondents offered mixed comments when citing a preference for
online learning versus face-to-face. For example, one respondent stated that for certain
courses, he or she would prefer that the course be given in a classroom; but for other courses,
an online venue was appropriate.
Survey Question 7: Where applicable, the exams given after the course accurately
test my knowledge of the course content. Regardless of the learning environment, if students
do not synthesize the information presented, the learning process is simply not effective.
Therefore, students who participate in learning delivered through Virtual University must
feel that they complete a given course knowing more than when they started. In the virtual
environment, one efficient way to gauge whether students remember the content of a given
course is to complete an exam at its conclusion. This process serves to jog the student’s
memory and test whether e or she can recall what was presented during the course. If
students do not believe that the course exams are relevant, they will consequently not have
faith in the methodology or the course itself.
Table 14
Results for Survey Question 7 - Exams Accurately Test Course Mastery
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
3.75%
3

Disagree
12.50%
10

Agree
80.00%
64
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Strongly Agree
3.75%
3

Total
100%
80
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Figure 8. Frequency distribution: Question 7.
Survey Question 7 responses show that a large majority of respondents believed that
the exams given after a particular course are reflective of the course content and the
knowledge they gained from the course. In fact, 80% of the 80 respondents agreed, and
3.75% strongly agreed that the course exams accurately measure their mastery of the course
content. For the remaining respondents, 3.75% strongly disagreed, and 12.5% disagreed that
the exams were an accurate measure of their learning. In order for course exams to be valid,
they should accurately gauge the student’s knowledge about the subject. Based on this
survey question, users of Virtual University believe that their learning is being evaluated
accurately.
Survey Question 8: Taking training courses at my own convenience is important to
me. A hallmark of virtual learning systems is the ability to conduct the learning process
through the separation of teacher and student. This survey question was designed to elicit the
degree to which users of Virtual University value the ability to meet training goals on their
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own terms when it comes to time and place. This feature gives learners tremendous control
over how they integrate training and education into their daily job performance.
Table 15
Results for Survey Question 8 - Training at One’s Own Convenience Is Important
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
0%
0

Disagree
7.41%
6

Agree
43.21%
35

Strongly Agree
49.38%
40

Total
100%
81

Based on the 81 responses to Survey Question 8, respondents overwhelmingly
indicated that taking training courses at their own convenience is important. In fact, 0% of
respondents strongly disagreed with this statement. Only 7.41% of respondents disagreed
with convenience as an important factor, while 43.21% and 49.38% of respondents agreed or
strongly agreed, respectively, with convenience as an important feature of training.

Frequency Distribution: Question 8

Number of Responses

70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

Figure 9. Frequency distribution: Question 8.

Based on the results for this survey question, an overwhelming majority of
respondents felt that taking courses at their convenience is important. In fact, about half of
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respondents indicated that this factor is extremely important when engaging in training
activities. These results are consistent with the literature in that convenience is a major
attribute often used to describe learning in a virtual environment. Overall, convenience was a
major factor in the efficacy of Virtual University, with only 7.41% of respondents indicating
that they disagreed with convenience of training as an important component.
Survey Question 9: For courses that are mandated, there is enough time between
when the course is posted and its deadline for completion. Like Survey Question 5, this
survey entry was to assess users’ assessment about whether there was adequate time given to
complete required training courses in VU. Because each individual’s duties, responsibilities,
and schedules vary, users must be able to integrate training as part of their routine, at the time
and place that best works for them. As such, virtual training is the diametric opposite of
traditional classroom learning when it comes to scheduling. That is, in the traditional
learning environment, generally a course time and place is set. Both teacher and student
must be physically present, simultaneously. On the other hand, in the virtual world, once a
course is posted online, it is up to the student to take and complete the coursework.
Therefore, the student must have the maturity and discipline to engage in the process. This
survey question elicits whether the student perceives that completion of mandatory courses
can be done in the time allowed.
Table 16
Results for Survey Question 9 - Enough Time between Course Posting and Deadline
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
1.23%
1

Disagree
17.28%
14

Agree
66.67%
54
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Strongly Agree
14.81%
12

Total
100%
81

Survey Question 9 was similar to Survey Question 5 in that it assessed respondents’
perceptions about whether they felt there was adequate time allotted to complete training
courses in Virtual University. The subtle difference between the two survey questions is that
Survey Question 9 relates to the time that the user has to complete the course from when it is
available to him or her, while Question 5 relates more to the user’s notification that the
course is required. Still, the majority of the 81 respondents agreed or strongly agreed there is
adequate time to complete courses (66.67% and 14.81%, respectively). Only 1.23% of
respondents strongly disagreed, and 17.28% disagreed that there is adequate time to complete
courses once they are posted.
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Figure 10. Frequency distribution: Question 9.

The majority of respondents to Survey Question 9 indicated that they had adequate
time to complete courses in the system. While VU courses usually allow users to take as
long as they need to complete an individual course (in fact, users can stop anywhere within a
course and restart where they left off), it is important that users have the flexibility to fit their
use of VU into their schedules and have enough time to finish courses by a deadline.
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Survey Question 10: I would prefer the option to “test out” of a given course, rather
than sit through the entire course presentation. Many of the courses offered in Virtual
University are part of a required curriculum that is designed to refresh students’ knowledge
on topics of importance. In other words, certain courses do not change over time but contain
a body of information about a particular subject. Usually, these courses relate to various
policy requirements or other topics that the agency or another regulatory body has deemed
important for employees to know. In addition, these courses are often provided as a
mandatory, periodic refresher in VU. Frequently, users must take the exact same course
every year to meet training compliance requirements. Because the course content does not
change from year to year, many users remember enough about the course to successfully
complete the assessment without having to take the time to watch the entire course
presentation. This survey question is designed to elicit whether users of Virtual University
believe that this option presents a viable alternative when engaged in virtual learning.
Although it seems counterintuitive to learning to bypass a course and proceed directly to an
assessment, this process happens in traditional educational settings already, when students
can demonstrate subject knowledge through testing and receive academic credit. Rather than
undermining the learning process, in certain contexts, especially for many courses offered in
Virtual University, course completion goals can be met by demonstrating knowledge of the
subject matter, instead of taking a course for its own sake.
Table 17
Results for Survey Question 10 - Option to “Test Out” of Courses
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
0%
0

Disagree
2.47%
2

Agree
33.33%
27
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Strongly Agree
64.20%
52

Total
100%
81

Of the 81 respondents who answered Survey Question 10, 33.33% agreed and 64.2%
strongly agreed that they would prefer to test out of courses in Virtual University as opposed
to taking an entire course. Also, only 2.47% of respondents disagreed with this option, and
0% of respondents strongly disagreed.

Frequency Distribution: Question 10

Number of Responses

60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

Figure 11. Frequency distribution: Question 10.

The responses to Survey Question 10 showed a strong preference by respondents to
have the option to proceed directly to an assessment rather than necessarily take an entire
course. This phenomenon exists in the traditional education model as well, wherein students
can receive credit by “testing out” of a particular course by demonstrating adequate
knowledge of the subject matter; therefore, why not incorporate this strategy, where
appropriate, into VU?
Survey Question 11: I feel that I learn and retain the information contained in the
courses. The second portion of this question asks, Have you ever used Virtual University as
a resource to find an answer to a question or issue that you were facing? Like Survey
Question 7, students should feel that they have learned something at the completion of a VU
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course. Similarly, as Survey Question 1 illustrates, Virtual University offers users the ability
to use the system as a body of knowledge that can be used to solve problems or answer
questions they have.
Table 18
Results for Survey Question 11a - Learn and Retain Information Presented in Courses
Answer:
Percent
Number

Strongly Disagree
9.88%
8

Disagree
23.46%
19

Agree
64.20%
52

Strongly Agree
2.47%
2

Total
100%
81

Well over half of the 81 respondents to Survey Question 11a agreed (64.20%) or
strongly agreed (2.47%) that they learn and retain information presented in Virtual
University courses. Of the remainder, 9.88% strongly disagreed and 23.46% disagreed that
they learn and retain the information presented.
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Strongly Agree

Table 19
Results for Survey Question 11b - Virtual University as a Reference Tool
Answer:

Never

Sometimes/Occasionally

Often/Frequently

Total

Percent
Number

76.54%
62

22.22%
18

1.23%
1

100%
81

Of the 81 respondents to Survey Question 11b, the overwhelming majority (76.54%)
indicated they have never used Virtual University as a reference tool. Next, 22.22% of
respondents stated they sometimes have used the system as such, and only 1.23% of
respondents said they often use VU for that purpose.
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Figure 13. Frequency distribution: Question 11b.

Respondents to Survey Question 11 indicated that a majority of respondents felt that
they actually learned and retained the material presented in the Virtual University courses.
There needs to be a belief by users that the training they receive, by whatever means, is
useful and effective. By virtue of these responses, at least the majority of respondents felt
that they learned through VU.
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Survey Question 12: What components, if any, of Virtual University do you think
contribute positively to learning? This survey question allowed the respondent to provide an
open-ended answer, in his or her own words, that described what specific portion(s) of
Virtual University added value to the learning process.
With respect to Survey Question 12, respondents offered a variety of comments that
described which components of Virtual University contributed positively to learning. Again,
citing convenience and efficiency, many respondents stated that the flexibility of Virtual
University is a positive factor. Also, numerous respondents said that situation-based training,
especially that using visual aids, was an effective learning component of the system.
Survey Question 13: What things about Virtual University, if any, would you change,
remove, or improve for a better learning experience? Like Survey Question 12, this question
also permitted the respondent to describe anything that he or she believed could make the
Virtual University platform better as a learning tool.
Respondents to Survey Question 13 provided various ideas that can be explored to
improve Virtual University. Some of these responses included providing more courses that
are interactive for the user, improving efficiency by providing content in a “podcast” format,
and re-evaluating the curriculum to condense or shorten courses to include less superfluous
information. Finally, a number of respondents suggested a reminder process in which the
system notified the user when new courses were required so they can better adjust their
schedules to meet these deadlines.
Statistical Analysis of Survey Responses
The following table depicts the descriptive statistical analysis of the quantifiable
responses to the survey instrument.
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Table 20
Statistical Analysis of Survey Question Responses
Survey Question (Excerpt)
1b.
2a.
2b.
3.
4a.
4b.
4c.
4d.
5.
6a.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11a.
11b.

How many optional courses taken over the
past year?
VU is readily accessible from computer
workstation.
User interface in VU is easy to navigate.
Courses of interest are offered in VU.
Format of courses using video clips is
helpful.
Format of courses using slides is helpful.
Format of courses using animation is helpful.
Format of courses using narration is helpful.
Adequate notification to complete courses.
Prefer to take courses online vs. face-to-face.
Course exams accurately test knowledge.
Taking courses at own convenience is
important.
Enough time to complete mandatory courses.
Prefer “test out” option for courses.
Learn and retain information presented in
courses.
Used VU as a resource to answer question or
problem.

Mean

Median

Mode

Standard
Deviation

1.71

1.00

1.00

1.14

3.36

4.00

4.00

0.81

3.04
2.15

3.00
2.00

3.00
2.00

0.66
0.75

2.49

3.00

3.00

0.69

2.86
2.48
2.43
2.61
2.84
2.84

3.00
3.00
3.00
3.00
3.00
3.00

3.00
3.00
3.00
3.00
3.00
3.00

0.55
0.73
0.69
0.89
0.89
0.54

3.42

3.00

4.00

0.63

2.95
3.62

3.00
4.00

3.00
4.00

0.61
0.54

2.59

3.00

3.00

0.70

1.25

1.00

1.00

0.46

Based on the statistical analysis of the survey responses, the overall mean range was
between 2.15 (Question 3 – Courses of interest to me are offered in Virtual University) and
3.62 (Question 10 – I would prefer the option to “test out” of a given course, rather than sit
through the entire course presentation). Excluded from this range was Question 1b
(approximately how many optional courses have you taken), with a mean of 1.71; and also,
Question 11b (have you ever used Virtual University as a resource to find an answer to a
question or issue that you were facing?), which had a mean of 1.25. The lower mean values
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for these two questions were the result of the majority of the respondents answering in the
low range of these questions.
Like the results from the mean calculations, the median results for most of the survey
questions were 3.00. This indicates that half the responses fell below that value. Also,
outlying values for the median for Questions 1b and 11b resulted from the fact that the
majority of respondents answered these questions at the low range of possible responses.
An analysis of the mode calculations, which indicates the value that occurred most
frequently in the survey responses, is illustrated in the frequency distribution figures for each
question.
An analysis of the standard deviation of the survey responses reveals that all survey
questions (except for Question 1b) have a standard deviation of less than 1.0, indicating that
the results of the survey responses fell within one point of the mean.
Profiles of the Interview Participants
As described in Chapter 3, all respondents to both the survey and interviews are
Special Agents with Homeland Security Investigations. By law, individuals in this job series
must be United States citizens between the ages of 21 and 57 years of age.
Respondent 1 is a female in her early 40s with approximately 18 years experience in
law enforcement. Respondent 1 holds a bachelor’s degree.
Respondent 2 is a male in his early 40s with approximately 9 years experience in law
enforcement. Respondent 2 holds a bachelor’s degree, with some graduate credits.
Respondent 3 is a male in his mid 30s with approximately 13 years experience in law
enforcement. Respondent 3 holds a bachelor’s degree.
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Respondent 4 is a male in his mid 40s with approximately 8 years experience in law
enforcement. Respondent 4 holds a bachelor’s degree.
Respondent 5 is a male in his late 30s with approximately 11 years experience in law
enforcement. Respondent 5 holds a bachelor’s degree.
Respondent 6 is a male in his early 40s with approximately 18 years experience in
law enforcement. Respondent 6 holds a bachelor’s degree.
Respondent 7 is a male in his late 30s with approximately 6 years experience in law
enforcement. Respondent 7 has a master’s degree.
Respondent 8 is a female in her mid 30s with approximately 7 years experience in
law enforcement. Respondent 8 also holds a master’s degree.
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Figure 14. Interview respondents by approximate age.
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Figure 15. Respondents by years of law enforcement experience.
Answering the Interview Questions
Interview Question 1: What factor(s) do you like and/or dislike about virtual
learning? This interview question provided respondents the opportunity to comment
specifically on the components of virtual learning in general (and not limited to Virtual
University) that they find appealing or undesirable.
Interview Question 2: Do you use Virtual University to take courses other than those
that are required by your agency? This question was designed to further explore questions
in the survey and to elicit specific reasons that users of Virtual University do or do not use
the system as a learning resource beyond what is required.
Interview Question 3: How do you feel the training offered by Virtual University
compares to traditional (classroom) training courses you have taken? Because some
students still prefer to participate in classroom learning, this question was important in
exploring how students perceive the medium as compared to the traditional educational
model.
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Interview Question 4: What changes, if any, would you make to Virtual University?
The final interview question provided respondents with the opportunity to offer broad
recommendations in their own words for the improvement of Virtual University. This
question permitted the respondents to comment on any aspect of the platform, such as
content, format, technical features, and so forth.
Analysis of the Interview Responses
To analyze the responses to the interview questions, the researcher reviewed verbatim
transcripts of the eight participant interview sessions. To assist in the formulation of
common elements in the interview responses, a coding system was developed to identify
these themes.
Table 21
Themes and Keywords from Interviews
Theme
Convenience

Efficiency

Presentation

Interactive

Relevant

Keyword(s)
Convenient
Available
Accessible
Remotely
Less time consuming
Own pace
Whenever
PowerPoints
Exam
Skim through
Feedback
Q and A
Exam
Interactive
Less frequent
Too many classes
Focus-based training
Change curriculum
CYA
Interest
Procedures
Policy
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User Control

User directed parameters
Frustrating
Navigation
Notification
Pick up where you left off

Emergent Themes
Convenience
By far the most commonly cited attribute of Virtual University was the convenience
that the medium offers its users as a training tool. Even those participants that preferred
classroom training to virtual learning overall expressed a favorable view on its convenience.
In fact, seven of the eight interview participants stated that they enjoyed the convenience of
virtual learning, and many said how that feature allowed them to access training when they
wanted to as opposed to taking courses at a set time and place. For example, Respondent 1
said, “I think it’s convenient that you can just log on; it doesn’t necessarily have to be at the
office. You can do it remotely.” Respondent 2 said, “ . . . it’s very available; it’s easy to
access.” Similarly, Respondent 3 said, “It’s easily accessible.” Respondent 5 stated, “ . . .
you can do it at your own convenience.” Also, Respondent 7 said, “You can . . . log in and
view the course at a time that’s convenient for you at a location that’s convenient for you.”
Finally, Respondent 8 stated, “ . . . you can kind of take it whenever you want . . . ”
Efficiency
Closely associated with convenience is the perception by users that virtual learning
provides an efficient means to engage in the learning process. Interview participants cited
their preference to being able to complete the coursework at their own pace. Respondent 1
said, “It’s less time consuming . . . than to actually have to sit through classes on a specific
date . . . you can just kind of do it . . . at your own pace.” Similarly, Respondent 3 said, “I
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think it is better as far as time management that it does let you go at your own pace.”
Respondent 6 stated, “I can take the courses on my schedule, at my pace . . . ”
Presentation
There were several respondents who commented on the content of the courses in
Virtual University. From a negative perspective, both Respondent 1 and Respondent 8
likened some of the courses to flipping through PowerPoint slides, which they felt was not a
productive learning strategy. Respondent 1 said, “I don’t particularly like the ones that have
the ‘Wheel of Fortune’ type games,” referring to one course in particular that is presented in
a game-type format. Respondent 4 said, with respect to Virtual University, “I just skim
through it . . . without putting much thought into the training.” Finally, at least one
respondent commented on the use of tests or exams at the conclusion of training courses.
Respondent 6 commented on the importance of using a test at the conclusion of a course,
“You at least have an assessment, even if it’s five or ten easy questions; at least it forces the
people to take the time to learn . . . how important can something be if you don’t care
whether or not people read through it or learn anything from it?”
Interactive
Based on participant responses, one of the major criticisms to virtual learning (and
therefore Virtual University) is that by design, the model does not allow students to receive
feedback from an instructor or offer the ability to interact with others, ask questions, or get
clarification on certain questions. While this attribute does not apply to all virtual learning
environments, classes in Virtual University are delivered asynchronously, which means there
is no instructor; the course content is merely delivered to the user. This feature was viewed
as a negative aspect of Virtual University. Specifically, Respondent 2 stated, “Classroom
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training is still superior from the basis of, you generally have an expert that’s there that you
can bounce Q and A’s off of.” Respondent 3 added, “I think there should be more interactive
courses.” Respondent 5 said, “I feel like the face-to-face oftentimes gives you a better
understanding of the material.” Respondent 6 said, “ . . . learning in a classroom situation
you’re forced to take notes; that helps me retain knowledge better,” and further added, “doing
it online you can’t ask questions or ask for clarification on certain things, so I think, overall
from a learning perspective, classroom is better than Virtual University or online class . . . ”
Also, Respondent 7 commented on interaction by stating, “Virtual University classes don’t
compare to classroom training courses because you’re lacking a little bit of the discussion
between you and either other individuals in a course or you and an instructor or professor.
And, even compared to online universities where you have an instructor or professor that’s
gauging whether you are learning or adhering to some of the material.” Finally, Respondent
8 said, “I learn from more hands-on stuff and seeing people face-to-face than kind of just a
screen, and . . . reading off a PowerPoint . . . so I kind of prefer the training classroom.”
Relevant
For users to have confidence in a training system, they must believe that the system
has a valid purpose and will benefit them. Defining the scope of “relevance” can be
complicated because users will have differing opinions on what training courses are related
to job function and therefore are necessary. Many courses may not seem relevant, such as
Sexual Harassment Awareness, but tangentially apply to an agent’s job and are therefore
important. This is an important fact to realize when evaluating agents’ responses to the
interviews. With that said, respondents had comments with respect to the relevance of
Virtual University courses. For example, many respondents argued that existing training
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requirements are too broad and should be cut back. Respondent 3 stated, “I think a lot of the
courses should be consolidated . . . and maybe the frequency that we’re required to do it.”
Respondent 4 added, “We get extremely . . . too many classes that we need to complete
during the year” and “I would lessen the requirements during the year. Some of the courses I
would shorten.”
In addition, respondents expressed a need for relevance in training as it applies to job
function. For instance, Respondent 5 said, “I would use more of a focus-based training to
whatever groups you’re in. Some of the training that each of us do has nothing to do with
what we do on a day-to-day basis, so I would maybe change some of the curriculum.” Also,
Respondent 8 stated the need to add more courses that are directly job-relevant.
An interesting perception from several respondents was the belief that some courses
in Virtual University are offered as a means to cover a certain topic solely for the purpose of
putting employees on notice. To that point, Respondent 3 said, “The courses are just pushed
out, just to be pushed out, and it’s more of a CYA thing rather than an actual learning type of,
you know, experience.” Similarly, Respondent 5 stated, “I believe that sometimes our
Virtual University, or virtual learning is more of a CYA thing for our agency rather than
something you need to learn or would use on the job.” Finally, Respondent 8 expressed how
courses are required after some kind of incident. “I feel like it’s after the fact, like clearly you
can tell some things were more reactive to the situation, than proactive.”
User Control
The respondents’ views on the availability of the system were mixed. Respondent 3
replied, “I think the overall system is put together well . . . . ” Conversely, one of the
concerns expressed by participants was the ease of use. For instance, Respondent 2 said,
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“Sometimes it’s not as easy to navigate or it doesn’t allow you to navigate the way you
want.” Respondent 6 stated, “What I don’t like specifically about Virtual University is that
it can be difficult to find if you’re not on your regular computer.” Further, Respondent 7
said, “ . . . about Virtual University, you can’t leave off where you started, so you come back,
and you’ve got to start the course all over again. It does not pick up where you left off.”
Finally, participants indicated the need to enhance notification features of Virtual University.
Because many courses are required, one participant felt that automated reminders would be a
useful addition to the system. Respondent 3 said, “ . . . maybe the system would have to have
some type of internal notification when you had a course due . . . ”
Chapter Summary
Chapter 4 discusses the results of the mixed-methods study, namely the responses to
both the survey instrument and interviews. These findings are presented in context with the
research questions and answers those questions.
The results of the individual survey questions are presented. Statistical analyses of
survey questions are discussed as well as the practical considerations of the results.
In addition, the responses of the interview participants are evaluated for common
trends and themes. These results are analyzed and presented in the context of the research
questions.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Introduction
This study examined user perceptions of the effectiveness of the Department of
Homeland Security, Immigration and Customs Enforcement’s Virtual University. To that
end, the goal of this research was to develop suggestions and recommendations for the
improvement and maximization of the utility of Virtual University as a learning tool within
ICE, HSI, and other agencies that utilize Virtual University and, to a larger extent, virtual
learning. The study employed a mixed-methods approach that included both a survey
instrument distributed to, and interviews of, Special Agents from Homeland Security
Investigations who are users of Virtual University. In evaluating the results of this study, it
was important to remember the environment in which the system is deployed and to
understand the challenges that the system faces in meeting its stated goals. Virtual
University is a tool that must reach thousands of users worldwide and provide consistent,
reliable, and sound education content. While some individual users expressed discontent
with the system, in general, the responses were positive.
Summary of Findings
The study found that there are various attributes of Virtual University that users
would consider in judging the effectiveness of the system. Certainly, foremost in the results
of the study was the fact that users recognized and appreciated the convenience that Virtual
University offers as a learning tool. The study also revealed that users appreciated the
efficiency of the learning platform and recognized its utility when completing training
courses on their own schedule and at their own pace. Over 90% of participants in the study
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felt that the accessibility and use of Virtual University was a positive attribute, and over 80%
believed that they had adequate time to complete the courses they were required to take.
Similarly, results that discussed the delivery of the course content using the various
presentation methods were viewed favorably. In addition, approximately 20% of
respondents commented that they would favor a “test out” option for VU courses. A similar
percentage also commented that the courses are too long, too frequent, or too numerous.
Not all responses to the effectiveness of Virtual University were positive, however.
Approximately 84% of respondents do not use the system outside of the mandatory training
requirements, and about two thirds of respondents disagreed that Virtual University offers
courses that interest them. Three respondents completely regarded the system as ineffective,
but overall, the study showed that Virtual University was perceived as an effective platform.
Relationship between Research Questions and the Literature
Research Question 1: How do users perceive the effectiveness of Virtual University?
Overall, this study showed that users demonstrated an acceptance of Virtual
University as a learning tool. Approximately 93% of respondents answered favorably when
it came to the convenience of learning in the virtual environment, underscoring the
practicality of VU as a learning resource. This finding supports research by Hiltz & Turoff
(2005), who found this feature to be one of the main benefits of virtual learning. Both the
survey instrument and interview responses revealed that users of the system felt that
convenience in using Virtual University as a training resource was a major attribute. Closely
related to the convenience of using Virtual University was its time efficiency when compared
to the traditional classroom model. This attribute also aligns with existing research on virtual
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learning as a means to deliver education by Friedman and Friedman (2013) and RadovićMarković (2010).
Not all responses to Virtual University’s effectiveness were positive, however. About
29% of respondents cited their preference for face-to-face traditional classes. One of the
primary criticisms that led to the perception of the ineffectiveness of Virtual University was
the inability for users to interact with an instructor, ask questions, or receive clarification on
certain questions. This finding was not surprising, since the virtual learning environment
does not always address this need. Depending on the learning style that suits them best, other
students still prefer to learn in the traditional classroom setting. To that point, some of the
most effective virtual learning platforms incorporate a hybrid of both virtual and traditional
learning models as shown in research by Bonvillian and Singer (2013) and Hiltz and Turoff
(2005).
Research Question 2: What factors do users consider important in the delivery of
education and training at Homeland Security Investigations?
This study revealed that users of Virtual University consider the convenience and
flexibility afforded by the system to be a major factor in its acceptance. Cited
overwhelmingly by respondents to both the survey and interviews was the convenience that
Virtual University afforded to users, which supports the research by Hiltz and Turoff (2005),
Friedman and Friedman (2013), and Radović-Marković (2010).
Almost two thirds of respondents to the survey indicated that Virtual University does
not offer many courses of interest to them, a factor that could explain the results that revealed
a majority of users only complete the required courses and do not use VU as a supplemental
learning tool. If the courses offered in VU do not appeal to the interests of users, they will
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not necessarily be motivated to use the system more than they have to. In order to be
successful, users of virtual learning must be motivated to participate, which is stated in the
research by Wang, Shannon, and Ross (2013). Providing users with content that they find
appealing could be the first step in improving participation and user acceptance.
Research Question 3: How can training be improved within HSI using contemporary
technology?
The survey and interviews concluded that there are several areas where training can
be improved in HSI using contemporary technology. Specifically, an assessment of Virtual
University should be conducted in order to implement certain modifications directed at
greater user acceptance and adding value to the system. For instance, examining and revising
curricula, adding or removing any courses, or condensing several courses into one are a few
ideas that were presented in this study. Although 90% and 85% of respondents felt that the
system is accessible and navigable, respectively, there were respondents who commented
with recommendations for an improved user interface. Given the capacity to make such
improvements to Virtual University, the result would be an enhanced user experience.
A broader analysis of virtual learning must acknowledge that the traditional and
virtual learning environments will always be distinct. However, these models need not be
mutually exclusive. One key to developing effective and successful learning systems is to
understand the faults and benefits of each model, and to use each appropriately and where
they best fit. This factor aligns with the research by Bonvillian and Singer (2013) and
Graham and Zengin (2011) in that blended learning models are an example of leveraging best
practices. Though some paradigms, such as webinars and synchronous learning sessions,
mimic traditional learning interactions, they simply are not the same. As long as the learning

113

systems are used in perspective and their respective attributes leveraged, both systems have
an effective place in education. This study revealed that Virtual University has a place in
delivering training and education to a large population of users across the globe. If the end
goal of DHS (and, therefore HSI) is to require the delivery of training to thousands of
employees in a cost-effective, efficient manner, there is no other alternative but to utilize a
virtual environment to complement traditional education practices, a fact highlighted in the
study by Nix, Etheridge, and Walsh (2014).
Conclusion
Given the utility of virtual learning, improvements in technology, and the everincreasing calls for professionalism and accountability, it is extremely likely that Virtual
University or, more accurately, the use of virtual learning (by whatever name) is here to stay.
This reality simply means that the medium should be used in a way that will maximize its
utility while meeting its learning goals. As the new generation of computer-savvy users and
technically minded individuals become the majority, acceptance of these changes to the
traditional learning paradigm is inevitable.
This study found, consistent with existing research, that users recognize virtual
learning as a means to provide training and education in a convenient, efficient manner.
Given its place in the agency, Virtual University serves as a useful tool to deliver training
courses and information to thousands of people. While the study clearly showed that not
every user is completely satisfied with the system, some users enjoy certain features and
believe it can be an effective tool in the training environment.
While classroom education will always have its place, there is no reason to believe
that virtual learning cannot supplement and even replace, where appropriate, traditional
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learning environments. As educators, we must embrace these changes, for our challenge is
not to resist them, but to make learning better.
Recommendations for Future Research
This study examined a small group of employees in one branch of a large agency.
Because different jobs require different training, there is no assurance that others who work
in different organizations would have the same or different perceptions than were revealed in
this research. As such, further research is warranted when evaluating virtual learning among
other learners. Within government, additional studies could be conducted using individual
participants from other job series or in other agencies. Additional research should also be
done by replicating this study within HSI using other offices similar in size and makeup to
Chicago—for example New York, Los Angeles, or Phoenix—to determine whether results
for those locations are consistent with this study. Future studies could examine individual
courses within Virtual University to determine whether the courses are working as planned
and whether or not individual courses could use improvement in delivering knowledge.
As discussed in Chapter 1, most of the research surrounding virtual learning has been
done in the academic setting. Therefore, the research breadth in other areas that use virtual
learning as a means to education is wide open. Other studies could be conducted to
determine whether virtual learning programs are viable or preferred and to what extent.
Also, an interesting study would be a comparison of virtual learning between the public,
private, and education sectors to learn what components are successful and why.
Recommendations for Policy
The use of Virtual University, as a matter of policy has existed since the creation of
the Department of Homeland Security in 2003. As this research revealed, the use of a virtual
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learning platform in DHS is expected to continue and will likely expand with improvements
in communications and technology. Based on the findings of this study, policy makers
within DHS are encouraged to continually evaluate virtual learning in general, and Virtual
University specifically, to ensure that the system is meeting its stated goals.
Given the dynamic nature of the virtual learning phenomenon, this area of policy
development must keep pace with changes in technology. As advances in communications
and computer technology develop, policies that align with these changes are needed. Virtual
learning is rapidly developing, and it is incumbent on policy makers to ensure that employees
are given the tools necessary for success. To illustrate, criminal courts are facing issues
never before dreamed of; for example, ruling whether a law enforcement search of a
defendant’s computer is too intrusive. Hundreds of years of case law did not address
eventualities that became commonplace in the past couple of decades—simply because of
new technology. However, courts are faced with this dilemma and are dealing with it. So
too should the policy makers and stakeholders when it comes to virtual education.
As part of the administration of Virtual University, it is recommended that a
procedure to regularly assess the effectiveness of VU be established. This process could
include periodic evaluations of the system (for instance, an analysis of the existing state of
VU against emerging technologies), assessments by outside third-party subject matter
experts, or optional user satisfaction surveys incorporated into the training courses
themselves.
In addition, it is suggested that administrators of Virtual University explore the
possibility of establishing a partnership with one or more universities to offer courses leading
to specialized certificates or college credits (undergraduate and graduate). Such an
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expansion of the use of VU would increase the utility and user acceptance of Virtual
University by offering additional and direct benefits to them.
Recommendations for Practice
This study provided several recommendations that could be implemented with respect
to changes in practice through the use of Virtual University specifically. The study
concluded that most users have accepted and adapted (to whatever likeness) to the idea of
virtual learning as a part of their job. Preferences aside, the concept of virtual learning as a
necessity is here. As stated earlier in the introduction to this chapter, the ultimate goal of this
research was to provide tangible recommendations that could be offered to policy makers for
the improvement of Virtual University and, in turn, employee learning and training.
Development of best practices and successful models that could be emulated is certainly a
winning proposal.
Based on the results of this study, the following recommendations for future practice
are suggested:
Communications
In order to maximize user acceptance, a robust communications strategy regarding the
use of Virtual University is warranted. Users of the system must be kept informed and
engaged if they are expected to utilize the medium to its full potential. Users need to be
keenly aware of not only mandatory training requirements, but also of other training offered
in Virtual University that might be beneficial or interesting. There should be steps taken to c
increase the awareness users have regarding the extensive library of courses available to
them in the system. Virtual University should be highly visible to users, which would
improve both awareness and acceptance of the system.
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Curriculum and Course Content
A thorough evaluation of existing courses should be made, with special emphasis on
polling users to learn how effective and relevant curricula could be developed. Because
Virtual University serves so many users, there cannot be a “one size fits all” method to
delivering courses. One of the key findings of this study was that users felt that the system
did not offer courses of interest to them. A way to gain additional acceptance from the user
community would be to explore various programs that the users themselves would like and
then integrate those courses into the Virtual University inventory. This recommendation also
includes the development of job-specific courses that would be valuable to employees.
Virtual University as an E-Library
Another key finding of this study was that very few users of Virtual University use
the tool as a reference resource. While technically the system is not designed to be such, it
nonetheless contains a huge repository of useful information. If the system can be
configured to allow robust search and retrieval functionality, it could serve as an authoritative
source for information on the topics it contains. Having searchable reference materials
online would be a huge boon to employees when needed to do research or other related uses.
User Input
One of the points revealed during this study was the perception by users that Virtual
University was a very one-sided system. In other words, users felt that they had very little
control regarding course content, training requirements, and other aspects of the system. A
recommendation would be to incorporate a working group of Virtual University users from
various job series and/or DHS component agencies that could provide input on the
development and implementation of courses, especially those that users actually want. Such
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a process could include periodic surveys of users to determine their interest in existing or
potential courses, recommendations for course or system improvement, and suggestions for
future courses. The concept of end-user involvement is crucial in gaining user acceptance
and would give users a feeling of ownership and a vested interest in the product.
Chapter Summary
Chapter 5 presented the conclusions and recommendations of the study. The study
findings are summarized and shown in relation to the research questions and existing
literature on virtual learning.
In addition, recommendations for future research and recommendations for policy
and practice are presented.
Interestingly, despite anecdotal comments to the contrary, Virtual University is
generally well received by users. Although some people, in no uncertain terms, criticized
VU as worthless, the vast majority of respondents accepted the system and seemed to
understand the attributes that contribute to delivering training to them. The negative
comments the study elicited were evaluated carefully and in context with the theory that not
everyone will accept everything. It was surprising to learn how many respondents actually
accept the need for training and appreciate how a virtual learning environment gives them
control over how they achieve their education goals.
As individuals continue to recognize and accept the value of technology, there is no
reason to believe that the positive factors that this study revealed, like the efficiency and
convenience of virtual learning, will not overshadow the deficiencies of the medium.
With some relatively easy improvements, like the addition of courses that the users
feel are worthwhile, Virtual University can develop into a robust and viable mechanism to
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implement an effective and comprehensive training strategy. To that end, hopefully the
results of this study will serve to initiate positive change to Virtual University and lead to
better user acceptance and utility within DHS.
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Dear [firstname],
This Letter of Solicitation is being offered to participate in a study entitled:
“User Perceptions of the Effectiveness of Virtual University”

1. The researcher is affiliated with Seton Hall University and is a doctoral candidate
in the College of Education and Human Services, Department of Education
Leadership, Management and Policy, K-12 School Administration program.
2. This research is being conducted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the
degree of Doctor of Education. The research is being conducted to gain a further
understanding of users’ degree of success in an online learning environment and to
learn users’ perceptions of the effectiveness of Virtual University.
3. The participant should expect to spend approximately fifteen minutes to complete
the “Survey on the Use of Virtual University.”
4. This message contains a link below to the website “eSurv.com.” Clicking on that
link will connect you with the survey. Once you are finished answering the questions
in the survey, you simply need to click the "finish" button to record your answers.
5. The respondent will be asked to complete the “Survey on the Use of Virtual
University” questionnaire, which contains twenty (20) questions. The respondent will
indicate a response to each question, which is a scale from 1 to 4, ranging from 1 =
Strongly Disagree, to 4 = Strongly Agree. In some instances, the respondent will
provide a short answer in response to the survey question.
The survey measures a respondent’s assessment of various areas of online learning
and Virtual University. Sample questions include: “The user interface of Virtual
University is easy to navigate” and “I would prefer to take courses online versus in
the traditional (face-to-face) setting.”
6. Participation in this research is strictly voluntary. Refusal to participate or
discontinuing participation at any time will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to
which the subject is otherwise entitled.
7. Responses to this survey will be strictly anonymous (i.e., no identifying data on
subjects will be published or available to others), so that data cannot be linked to
any individual who participates in the study.
8. All data collected in connection with this research will be securely stored in a
locked cabinet at the researcher's office in order to maintain confidentiality (i.e., if
identifying information is collected, efforts will be made to protect the subjects’
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identities). Any data that are collected, processed, or stored electronically will be
stored on a USB memory key and kept in a locked, secure physical site. All data
collected for this research will be destroyed five years after the completion of the
study.
9. The researcher will be the only individual who has access to the research
records.
10. There are no anticipated risks to participation in this research study.
11. There are no direct benefits that subjects may reasonably expect to receive as a
result of participating in the research, and the subjects may receive potential benefits
in the knowledge reasonably expected to result from the research. Subjects will not
be paid or given any other type of remuneration by participating in this research.
12. The principal researcher is Charles Rabeno (973) 776-5576; the researcher's
faculty advisor is Dr. Barbara Strobert, (973) 275-2324; and the Seton Hall
University Institutional Review Board office is (973) 313-6314. They can be
contacted for answers to pertinent questions about the research and research
subject’s rights.

[survey]
If you have any problems accessing the site, or any questions about this survey, do
not hesitate to contact me.
Thank you for your time!
Chuck Rabeno
Special Agent, HSI Newark
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Interview Questions
Question 1: What factor(s) do you like and/or dislike about virtual learning?
Question 2: Do you use Virtual University to take courses other than those that are required
by your agency?
Question 3: How do you feel the training offered by Virtual University compares to
traditional (classroom) training courses you have taken?
Question 4: What changes, if any, would you make to Virtual University?
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Respondent 1:
RESEARCHER:

Okay, you’re respondent number one. What factors do you like or
dislike about virtual learning?

RESPONDENT 1:

I think it’s convenient, that you can just log on, it doesn’t necessarily
have to be at the office. You can do it remotely.

RESEARCHER:

Anything else? Okay . . .

RESPONDENT 1:

I think it’s less time consuming also, than to actually have to sit through
classes on a specific date, where you might not be available, you can
just kind of do it, as your own, at your own pace.

RESEARCHER:

Okay, question two: Do you use Virtual University to take courses
other than those that are required by your agency?

RESPONDENT 1:

No, I do not.

RESEARCHER:

Did you know that there were other courses . . .

RESPONDENT 1:

I did not.

RESEARCHER:

. . . in Virtual University? How do you feel the training that’s offered
in Virtual University compares with traditional classroom training
courses you’ve taken?

RESPONDENT 1:

I feel it’s almost the same, it’s, Virtual University is basically
PowerPoints, but the convenience of being able to do it on the date of
your choosing versus having to sit through a class on a specific date
helps.

RESEARCHER:

Do you have . . . do you have any comments on the content of what, of
the courses that are in the system?

RESPONDENT 1:

I don’t particularly like the ones that have the “Wheel of Fortune” type
games, I would rather just answer the questions, plain and simple and
power through.

RESEARCHER:

All right, question four is what changes, if any, would you make to
Virtual University?

RESPONDENT 1:

I can’t really think of anything . . . to change.

RESEARCHER:

Changes, improvements, deletions?
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RESPONDENT 1:

Again, nothing.

RESEARCHER:

Okay, okay, thank you.
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Respondent 2:
RESEARCHER:

All right, this is respondent two. Question number one is: What factors
do you like or dislike about virtual learning?

RESPONDENT 2:

I think the like is certainly that it’s, it’s very available, it’s easy to
access, so that’s clearly a benefit. The dislike is, I think it’s difficult to
learn just by reading, I mean, there is, there is potential there, but it’s,
it’s more difficult to learn in the virtual environment for a couple
reasons. One, you have to sit there, and sit in front of the screen; two,
sometimes the software malfunctions; and three, sometimes it’s not as
easy to navigate or it doesn’t allow you to navigate the way you want.
Sometimes there’s preconditions within the software that prevent you
from either moving forward or moving back, and as they add audio and
visual components to it that are linked in it, it could be frustrating, but,
so that’s the dislike.

RESEARCHER:

Okay, question two. Do you use Virtual University to take courses
other, other than those that are required by your agency?

RESPONDENT 2:

I have not.

RESEARCHER:

Did you know that there were other courses in Virtual University?

RESPONDENT 2:

I did.

RESEARCHER:

Okay. Question three: How do you feel the training offered by Virtual
University compares to traditional, traditional classroom training
courses you have taken?

RESPONDENT 2:

I think the classroom training is still superior from the basis of, you
generally have an expert that’s there that you can bounce Q and A’s off
of, and I think that fosters learning better than just sitting in front of a
terminal. The terminal can’t anticipate every question, or understand.
Everybody’s learning dynamic is somewhat different, so someone may
want to get more in depth in one area versus another, so I think it’s . . . I
don’t think it’s as good, I don’t think it’ll be as good as classroom
learning. It does serve a purpose, though. It is informative in the sense
that if you read the content, you know, a reasonable person can, can
gain some level of education and some level of expertise on the matter.
But it’s not as, not as productive as classroom.

RESEARCHER:

All right, question four is: What changes, if any, would you make to
Virtual University?
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RESPONDENT 2:

I think I would just allow for more user-directed parameters. You know
. . . they try and force it . . .Virtual University . . . they’re trying to
incorporate more, like I said, audio visual components to it, and that
limits the user’s ability to navigate quickly around these, these linked or
embedded AV pieces, and it’s frustrating if you’re on a time constraint.
The other thing is, I think that if there was a Q and A component of it,
where you could, even if it was in real time, if was you know in near
real time, or if it, you know, if they had a expert with, a resident expert
that could respond back, then I think it would, might add some, some
additional benefits to it.

RESEARCHER:

Okay, Is there anything else that you want to add that I haven’t asked in
the questions?

RESPONDENT 2:

No.

RESEARCHER:

Okay, thank you.
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Respondent 3:
RESEARCHER:

This is respondent number three. What factors do you like and/or
dislike about virtual learning? Virtual learning, not necessarily only
Virtual University, but if you’ve taken any other online . . .

RESPONDENT 3:

Okay.

RESEARCHER:

. . . type classes.

RESPONDENT 3:

I like the fact that it’s easily accessible through the computer. I like the
fact that you can take it at your own pace and at your own speed. I like
the fact that, my experience with the systems that we’ve used is that it
gives you an indication when you have a course that’s due, I like the
fact that you get the instant grade or, you know, passing, after you’re
done taking what, if your training has a, you know, a test or a
certification, it’ll tell you when you’re done, it gives you your
transcripts and it keeps track of all your training courses and the dates
you completed it, and just I like the fact that it has one central place
where you can retrieve all that information from. And what I dislike
about it is, you know, I feel like a lot . . . some of the courses have a lot
of filler-type information. I think a lot of the courses should be
consolidated into more of a direct, direct type of learning rather than,
you know, just reading. I think there should be more interactive
courses, and, you know, and I, maybe the frequency that we’re required
to do it. And that’s pretty much it on that.

RESEARCHER:

Frequency in which way? Less frequent or . . .

RESPONDENT 3:

Less frequent. I think that they’re, the courses are just pushed out, just
to be pushed out, and it’s more of a CYA thing, rather than an actual
learning type of, you know, experience.

RESEARCHER:

Question number two: Do you, do, do you use Virtual University to
take courses other than those that are required by your agency?

RESPONDENT 3:

Up until the last month, I didn’t. I’ve recently gone on, because I’m
training for the, for the A Plus certification, and they, they offer courses
through there, so I have, I haven’t gone through them all, but I have
gone through and looked at the courses on my own just to see what,
what the training was and if it would be beneficial to my getting the
certification.

RESEARCHER:

Question number three: How do you feel the training offered by Virtual
University compares to traditional classroom training courses you have
taken?
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RESPONDENT 3:

Like, I guess, like with the times that we’re in, and me being the age
that I am with two kids, I think that it is better as far as time
management, that it does let you go at your own pace, and you can do it
from the comforts of your home. Having to go to a traditional
classroom sometimes can create challenges, you know, with your
personal life, work life and you know, your schedule all around, so I
think, so for that, I just think it is beneficial.

RESEARCHER:

Question four: What changes, if any, would you make to Virtual
University?

RESPONDENT 3:

I guess outside of the length, and maybe the structure of some of the
trainings, I think the overall system is put together well, I think the only
change that I could think of right away, is that maybe the system would
have to have some type of internal notification when you had a course
due, rather than having to log in and look at the actual field that in that
tell will that tells you, you have these courses are required maybe
having an actual e-mail notification to say, “Hey go in and do this
course.” And then you know of course the actual trainings themselves,
maybe consolidated to more of a like pinpoint, you know the actual, I
think the trainings are too long.

RESEARCHER:

Is there anything else you want to add?

RESPONDENT 3:

No.
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Respondent 4:
RESEARCHER:

This is respondent four. Question one: What factors do you like or
dislike about virtual learning?

RESPONDENT 4:

As far as dislike, we get extremely…too many classes that we need to
complete during the year, and most of the time, with my casework, I
really don’t have . . . I’m really pressed to get it, get my Virtual
University courses done.

RESEARCHER:

All right, I’m going to ask a follow up to that. Virtual learning in
general, have you taken other types of virtual learning classes or
courses that you can comment about.

RESPONDENT 4:

No, I haven’t. You mean outside of the agency?

RESEARCHER:

Yes.

RESPONDENT 4:

No.

RESEARCHER:

Okay. Question two: Do you use Virtual University to take courses
other than those that are required by your agency?

RESPONDENT 4:

No, I don’t.

RESEARCHER:

Question three: How do you feel the training offered by Virtual
University compares to traditional classroom training courses you have
taken?

RESPONDENT 4:

I think with traditional classes, I put more time into the studying, but as
far as Virtual University, I just skim through it and just answer the
questions without, really like, putting much thought into the training
that’s provided.

RESEARCHER:

Question four: What changes, if any, would you make to Virtual
University?

RESPONDENT 4:

I would lessen the requirements during the year. Some of the courses I
would shorten, and I guess, like, the more important courses, if
possible. it would, I think I would get more out of it was an in
classroom presentation outside of the virtual aspect of it.

RESEARCHER:

Okay, is there anything else you would like to add?

RESPONDENT 4:

No, that’s it.
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Respondent 5:
RESEARCHER:

This is respondent five. What factors . . . question one: What factors
do you like and/or dislike about virtual learning?

RESPONDENT 5:

The likes of virtual learning would be you can do it at your own
convenience . . . there is a set time limit, but with our workday you can
generally do the virtual learning when you have free time. That’s the
biggest like. Dislikes, I believe that sometimes our Virtual University,
or virtual learning, is more of a CYA kind of thing, for our agency,
rather than something you need to learn or would use on the job.

RESEARCHER:

Question two: do you use Virtual University to take courses other than
those that are required by your agency?

RESPONDENT 5:

Not generally, no.

RESEARCHER:

Do you know that there were other courses available in Virtual
University?

RESPONDENT 5:

Yes, when you look inside of your homepage, you can see that there are
other courses you can take.

RESEARCHER:

Question three: How do you feel the training offered by Virtual
University compares to traditional classroom training courses you have
taken?

RESPONDENT 5:

I personally like to take classes in a classroom better than Virtual
University. I feel like the face-to-face oftentimes gives you a better
understanding of the material.

RESEARCHER:

Question four: What changes, if any, would you make to Virtual
University?

RESPONDENT 5:

I think I would use more of a focus-based training to whatever groups
you’re in, or what you’re going to be at that time period. Some of the
training that each of us do has nothing to do with what we do on a dayto-day basis, so I would maybe change some of the curriculum.

RESEARCHER:

Is there anything else you want to add?

RESPONDENT 5:

Nope.

RESEARCHER:

Thank you.
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Respondent 6:
RESEARCHER:

This is respondent number six. What factors do you like and/or dislike
about virtual learning?

RESPONDENT 6:

I like the fact that I can take the courses on my schedule, at my pace . . .
I don’t have to worry about signing up for a class, or waiting for slots to
be filled. I like the fact that by doing it online, there’s basically a
written record of the material, so if it’s something pertaining to, you
know, border search authority, or policy, I can go back into that and
look stuff up. It’s right there. What I don’t like about it is that, in
many cases, you have to take a . . . take a final exam, or something at
the end, and in many cases it’s . . . you get tested on minutiae. The
course itself kind of highlights important, you know, important policies,
important things, and then the questions are somewhat different—they
talk about stuff that’s maybe not as important, stuff that wasn’t
emphasized during the course itself. What I don’t like specifically
about Virtual University is that it can be difficult to find, if you’re not
on your regular computer . . . your normal desktop. If you have to use a
different desktop, or a laptop or something, I’ve found in the past that it
can be difficult to navigate to where the Virtual University is. And,
that’s . . . that’s it.

RESEARCHER:

Question number two: Do you use Virtual University to take courses
other than those that are required by your agency?

RESPONDENT 6:

No.

RESEARCHER:

Did you know that there were other courses . . .

RESPONDENT 6:

Yes.

RESEARCHER:

. . . available? How do you feel the training offered by Virtual
University compares to traditional classroom training courses you have
taken?

RESPONDENT 6:

Before I mentioned that I thought it was a good thing that Virtual
University provides the resource . . . that material in writing or it’s
stored somewhere that you can refer to for future reference. I think it’s
also a negative, in that I think by, in learning in a classroom situation
you’re forced to take notes, that helps, that helps me retain knowledge
better. So, I feel that I don’t learn as much the first time I take a new
course, but by taking it over and over again, the same principles start to
sink in. Obviously, doing it online you can’t ask questions or ask for
clarification on certain things, so I think, overall from a learning
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perspective, classroom is better than Virtual University or online class,
but they both have their benefits.
RESEARCHER:

Question four: What changes, if any, would you make to Virtual
University? Changes could be improvements, deletions,
modifications . . .

RESPONDENT 6:

I would eliminate the courses that don’t require an exam or a final, a
final test at the end, because all that does is lead to people who just
click through it, without . . . having . . . there’s no need to take the time
to concentrate or to take notes or to make any effort to let the
information sink in. Or conversely, I would say if a course doesn’t
have an exam, like the most recent one where you just downloaded, you
download a PowerPoint, then mark that you’ve read it . . . that’s, that’s
useless. I mean, if you’re gonna . . . you at least have an assessment, if
it’s even if it’s five or ten easy questions, at least it forces the people to
take the time to learn it, because what’s . . . I mean how important can
something be if you don’t care whether or not people read through it or
learn anything from it? I would, I would, completely either eliminate or
revamp the, the FEMA online courses, I don’t know if that falls under
Virtual University, but they’re incomprehensible, in my opinion.

RESEARCHER:

Is there anything else you’d like to add?

RESPONDENT 6:

I don’t think so.

RESEARCHER:

Thank you.
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Respondent 7:
RESEARCHER:

This is respondent seven. Question one: What factors do you like
and/or dislike about virtual learning?

RESPONDENT 7:

Overall in virtual learning I like the fact that you can, for the most part,
log in and view the course at a time that’s convenient for you, at a
location that’s convenient for you.

RESEARCHER:

Question two: Do you use Virtual University to take courses other than
those that are required by your agency?

RESPONDENT 7:

No.

RESEARCHER:

Did you know that there were other courses in Virtual University?

RESPONDENT 7:

Yes.

RESEARCHER:

Question three . . . Did you want to add something in question…

RESPONDENT 7:

Did you want an answer to that of why you don’t or not, or you don’t
care?

RESEARCHER:

You can answer why.

RESPONDENT 7:

For the most part about Virtual University you can’t leave off where
you started, so you come back, and you’ve got to start the course all
over again . . . it does not pick up where you left off.

RESEARCHER:

So it’s fair to say that you don’t think that that feature is very
efficient . . . ?

RESPONDENT 7:

Correct.

RESEARCHER:

. . . and that causes you to not take additional classes.

RESPONDENT 7:

Correct, cause you got to start over again, so it’s time sensitive . . .
more of a time issue than anything else.

RESEARCHER:

Question three: How do you feel the training offered by Virtual
University compares to traditional classroom training courses you have
taken?

RESPONDENT 7:

The Virtual University classes don’t compare to classroom training
courses because you’re lacking a little bit of the discussion between you
and either other individuals in a course, or you and an instructor or
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professor. And, even compared to online universities where you have
an instructor or professor, that’s gaining whether you are learning or
adhering to some of the material. So I don’t feel that it compares at all.
Most people are just taking the courses and clicking through them
because they have to, as opposed to going to a course that you’re taking
and having an interest in it, and actually being able to learn and then
gaining feedback from others students during the course and being able
to participate with others as opposed to just clicking through a whole
bunch of slides.
RESEARCHER:

Question four: What changes, if any, would you make to Virtual
University?

RESPONDENT 7:

First, the first change I would make was the ability to be able to come
back and pick up where you left off in a specific course. The second
thing is that it’s . . . a lot of them are canned, and they don’t change,
and it’s the same program over and over and over again, and there’s
really no feedback to the course itself, or even a spot to leave feedback
on how you can change the particular course.

RESEARCHER:

Is there anything else you want to add?

RESPONDENT 7:

No.

RESEARCHER:

Thank you.
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Respondent 8:
RESEARCHER:

This is respondent eight. Question one: What factors do you like
and/or dislike about virtual learning?

RESPONDENT 8:

What I like, I guess you can kind of take it whenever you want, even
though they give you a timeline, it’s well enough along that, you know,
you can, if you have a free moment you can log on. What I dislike,
sometimes I feel like it’s after the fact, like clearly you can tell some
things were more reactive to the situation, than proactive . . . maybe I
shouldn’t say that out loud. So those are kind of the main things that I
like and dislike about it, so.

RESEARCHER:

Question two: Do you use Virtual University to take courses other than
those that are required by your agency?

RESPONDENT 8:

No, I do not.

RESEARCHER:

Did you know that there were other courses in Virtual University, apart
from what are required?

RESPONDENT 8:

Yes, I am aware of those, yeah.

RESEARCHER:

Question three: How do you feel the training offered by Virtual
University compares to traditional classroom training courses you’ve
taken?

RESPONDENT 8:

I kind of prefer the traditional classrooms. I don’t, how would I
expl . . . I learn from more hands on stuff, and seeing people face to
face than kind of just a screen, and doing, you know reading off of a
PowerPoint or like a comic book type scenario . . . so I kind of prefer
the training classroom. Does that answer it? Is that suffic . . . ? Okay,
yeah.

RESEARCHER:

Yes. What changes, question four: What changes, if any, would you
make to Virtual University?

RESPONDENT 8:

You know, sad enough, I can’t think of any, because I’ve only used
those that are more, like that yearly, you know, like the harassment one,
and what other one? Integrity awareness, I mean, I don’t know what
other changes would be made.

RESEARCHER:

Would . . . is there anything you could think that you would add to
Virtual University, or take away or change about, for example, content
or format?
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RESPONDENT 8:

Maybe . . . hmmm . . . I don’t know if this is even the right . . . I kind of
feel maybe certain things, like they have one on informant files . . . I do
kind of find, even though that one’s long, that’s informative, cause it
shows you where to put things, I think more stuff that deals with maybe
our paperwork end of it, if that makes any, if that makes any sense.

RESEARCHER:

Procedures?

RESPONDENT 8:

Yeah, like procedures, more you know . . .

RESEARCHER:

Is it fair to say relevant job . . .

RESPONDENT 8:

Yeah . . .

RESEARCHER:

. . . related . . .

RESPONDENT 8:

Yeah.

RESEARCHER:

. . . training courses?

RESPONDENT 8:

Yeah . . . definitely more of that.

RESEARCHER:

Okay, is there anything else you want to add?

RESPONDENT 8:

No, that’s it.

RESEARCHER:

Thank you.
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